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Chapter 1 
INTRODUCTION
This study focuses on the ways trustees in higher 
education gather the information they need for decision­
making- This research project assumes that trustees 
gather information from informal information sources as 
well as from formal information sources. The study 
compares information qatherino methods of senior 
executives in business organizations with those of 
college trustees,
Backqrpund of the Probl em
A number of research studies have investigated 
information needs of senior executives in business 
organizations (Adams, 1975; Hall, 1902: Johnson, 1977; 
Jones and McLeod, 1906; O'Reilly, 1982; Quinn, 1980: 
Schoderbek, 1968: Simon, 1976)* Research shows that 
executives establish both formal and informal sources of 
information in order to increase the effectiveness of 
their decision-making. Adams (1975), in studying 
business executives, showed that informally gathered 
information hag considerable influence on decision-
12
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making, Jones and McLeod (1986) report that information 
systems are embedded within organizations and that these 
systems integrate formal structured organizational 
components with informal unstructured components to 
provide decision-makers with the information necessary 
to accomplish their johg effectively and efficiently 
(Davis, 1972), Yet Jones and McLeod (1986) state that 
many gaps still exist in the treatment of management 
information sources (p, 221)- They suggest that the 
study of in-place information systems in organizations 
has tended to focus on the formal system at the expense 
of the informal system (p- 222), These informal 
information systems challenge organizations to recognize 
that the formal organizational information network may 
not be adequate to provide the kinds and amount of 
information desired by senior executives for effective 
decis ion-making.
Senior executives account for a large percentage of 
the membership of corporate boards of directors (Jones 
and McLeod, 1986; Woodbury, 1984; Buchan, 1981), Baker 
(1945), in his classic study of corporate directors, 
states that "a popular misconception about directors was 
that they performed their most important function by 
attending formal board meetings (p. 132). Ih Instead, he 
said that directors make significant contributions to
14
their orfjaniiations by their informal activities* Baker 
described these informal activities as the exchanqe of 
information through telephone conversationa, luncheons 
or dinners, by an exchange of letters, committee 
meetings, or through visits to laboratories, factories, 
and offices.
Likewise, Buchan (1981) noted that "it may well be 
the formal or informal exchange of information between 
directors which represents their greatest contribution 
to the company which they serve (34)." He also asserts 
that a corporation is not "organized effectively if it 
is not taking full advantage of its board as a vital 
link in the information network {p. 34)*" In a later
study, Tashakori and Boulton (1983) suggest that 
information is the most critical factor in board 
development (p. (39).
Higher education has gradually been adopting 
aspects of the management systems of corporate America 
(Keller, 19B2? Hussain, 1972: HefferJin and Phillips, 
1971? Jones, 1982). Ingram (1980) states that in "terms 
of occupational background, the largest single group 
(34%) of trustees is composed of active executives (not 
retirees) in business or industry- Of these executives, 
over half are either presidents of corporations or 
chairmen of corporate boards (p* 17)." Similarly, Gale
15
(1985) 1ikens higher education to a corporate setting.
In an appeal to trustees or directors of hiqher 
education institutions, he says that the colleqe or 
university :
, is a business--a business of the mind to 
be sure, but also a commercial concern. Your 
customers are students, and by extension, 
their parents. Your products are well-rounded 
graduates--as well as advances in scientific 
and medical research, technological break­
throughs, and the unveiling of knowledge about 
humankind, the world, and the universe. 
Consequently, education's consumers include 
the public at large, which also benefits from 
the economic contributions a college or 
university supplies to its region or state.
The health and well-beinq of a learning and 
teaching facility, like any business, depends 
on external and internal developments . . ,
the bottom line is the same: offer the best
product at a fair price, (p. 16)
Gale feels that corporate executives make ideal board
members because the skills they have developed in
managing their own business organizations will enable
them to assist effectively the college or university
they serve. As he concludes, "Just as corporate
directors are accountable to shareholders, trustees are
accountable to students, alumni, and the taxpaying
public. In many instances, and to the benefit of both
industry and higher education, the jobs are one and the
same (p. 18) , "
Taylor (1987) likewise states that "within the
limitations specified by law and institutional charters.
16
boards (in higher education) are assigned responsibility 
for all aspects of institutional management . . . boards
are more likely to involve themselves in the operating 
details of colleges and universities than in broad 
policy making (Executive Summary)." Therefore, 
according to Ingram (1980), "trusteeship involves 
informing oneself sufficiently to be able to make 
effective judgments (p. 106)."
Yet, while much research has focused on the 
establishment of formal higher education information 
systems similar to those of corporate America (Keller, 
19E3; Hussain, 1973; Jones, 1982; Hefferlin and 
Phillips, 1971), little research has focused on how 
trustees gather and use information for decision-making 
purposes. This is a significant issue because, without 
access to information, effective decisions are not 
likely in higher education (Hefferlin and Phillips,
1971).
If trustees in higher education rely subgtautia 1 I y 
on informal sources of information in their decision- 
makinq activities, then much of the information that 
they need for effective decision-making may be excluded 
from the formal system of information that the 
institution maintains. Mintzberg (1973) suggests that 
managers identify decision situations and build mental
17
models not with the aggregated, historical abstraction 
that a formal management information system provides but. 
with specific tidbits of informal or soft data, "Much of 
the intelligence information that senior executives need 
for relatively unstructured decision-making may be 
excluded in a formal management information system," 
conclude Jones and McLeod (1906, p. 221)*
Colleges and universities are spending increasing 
amounts of money on computer-based systems promoted 
specifically to meet information needs of decision­
makers, including trustees. Yet if those trustees are 
using substantial amounts of information from informal 
sources in their decision-making, those colleges and 
universities might need to redesiqn their information 
systems to provide trustees with more useful 
information, Jones and McLeod (1986) suggest:
- . . executive information systems be
conceptualised for design in the broadest 
terms to include internal and external 
information sources, personal and impersonal 
sources, and a broad spectrum of media , 
this perspective broadens the traditional 
focus of management information systems and 
places increased emphasis on noncomputer 
components of the system. We feel guch a 
perspective is necessary in order to design 
truly functional and useful executive 
information systems , . , our findings suggest
that informal systems pLay a role in 
executives' management information systems 
that is just as important, if not more 
important, than formal systems, (p. 244)
Similarly, Schmidtlein, in writing about
18
information systems in the governance of higher
education states that:
Most of the information used to make decisions 
does not come from formal information systems. 
This is true for a number of reasons.
HiBtoricaIiy, policy makers have not possessed 
the technology needed to collect and transmit 
data readily between locations . . . Decisions
had to be based more on accumulated experience 
and personal insights than on detailed current 
knowledge. Even with the advances made in 
modern systems of data collection and 
analysis, most of the information brought to 
hear on decisions continues to come from 
personal experience and knowledge obtained 
from sources other than formal data systems. 
The impact of informal information is evident 
in the frequent cases where recitation of a 
few concrete examples has more weight on a 
policy decision than a statistical portrait of 
the area. Policy makers sense the problems of 
data accuracy, the loss of detail in 
aggregations, and are auspicious of the 
motives of those who furnish and use data. 
Often the advice of a friend or associate 
whose judgment is valued counts for more than 
an analysis of data. Policy makers also have 
a tendency to evaluate higher education in 
terms of their own past experiences attendinq 
a particular institution , , . policy makers
will tend to prefer concreteness of an 
illustration to the abstractness of a 
statistical portrait . . . policy makers may
therefore have greater trust in informal 
sources of information for some kinds of 
decisions. Policy makers are very concerned 
about whose interests are beinq promoted by 
different decisions, and such interests are 
not always apparent from statistical data. 
Policy makers are also aware that the 
interests of decision-makers at various 
organizational level3 differ, and therefore 
decisions made at different levels serve 
different interests. This knowledqe increases 
their skeptical view of formal information 
systems. (1977, p. 36)
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the research is to clarify the 
structure of information systems employed by trustees in 
higher education and to evaluate the relationship of 
these systems to decision-making. This research 
examines the similarity of college trustees' information 
gatherinq with senior executives in business 
organizations, with the hope of identifying the specific 
informal and formal information sources trustees rely 
upon in their denision-makinq. The study also seeks to 
determine if there are differences in the information 
sources used by trustees in a small public college and 
by trustees in a small private col Lege. Finally, the 
research attempts to ascertain if certain information 
sources are preferred hy trustees in different kinds of 
dec i s ions .
This research should contribute to a more comnlete 
understanding of how trustees gather information to be 
used in decision-makinq. Information systems in higher 
education may need to be reconceptualized in order to 
meet trustees' needs. Colleges and universities may 
want to spend more time and energy in developing the 
information gathering skills of their trustees in order 
to maximize their effectiveness.
The findings from this study should enable the
20
institutions studied to gain a fuller understanding of 
the decision-making process of their trustees. Woodbury 
(1984) stated that trustees need more careful orienta­
tion, training, and development to provide them with the 
tools and perspectives to do their job better (p. 7). 
This study should help each college to enhance its 
programs of board development. A critical benefit in 
understanding how trustees gather and use information is 
the enhanced ability to satisfy the institution's 
information needs. Since effective decision-making 
depends on high-quality information and the ability to 
collect this information, this research should provide a 
linkage between trustees' informal information sources 
and formal management information systems in higher 
education by describing more completely how trustees 
build their information networks used in decision­
making ,
Theory
A synthesis of several theories based on the role 
of information networks in deeision-makinq provides the 
conceptual framework for this research. A d a m s ’ (1975) 
and Jones and McLeod's (1906) theories that informal 
information sources are critical elements in decision­
making by top management in business organizations are 
integrated with Schmidt 1e i n 's ( 1977) and Hefferlin and
21
Phillips' {1971) theories of the role of information 
systems in higher education governance. Ingram {1990) 
also contributes to this research by providing a 
framework for understanding college and university 
trusteeship. Keller's (1983) application of business 
management practices to higher education provides a 
linkage between information networks of colleges and 
universities and those in the corporate sector. This 
study assumes that trustees set up information networks 
in ways similar to senior business executives. 
Consequently/ trustees should gather and use significant 
amounts of information from informal information sources 
in their decision-makinq responsibilities.
Researoh Questions To Be Answered
The study examines the information sources used by 
trustees in higher education for decision-making. The 
following questions address these sources:
Main Research Q u estion
When making decisions, do trustees in higher education 
gather and use information from informal sources iti a 
manner similar to that of senior executives in business 
organ i za t ions ?
® ry Qu e s t ions
1. What types of informal information sources do 
trustees use moat often?
22
2. What, types of formal information sources do 
trustees use most often?
3. Do the informal information sources of trustees in 
private colleqes differ from those of trustees in 
public colleqos?
A .  What makes one information source more vn I viable or 
more likely to be used by a trustee than another?
Do the characteristics of information accuracy, 
reliability, specificity and accessibility influence 
the frequency of use?
5. What prompts trustees to seek informal sources of 
information?
6. What types of informal in formation sources do 
trustees believe provide the most reliable and 
useful information?
7. Does the use of formal and informal information 
sources differ according to the type of decision-- 
institutional planning, president and board 
relations, financial support and management, 
academic program and faculty--made?
Definition of Terms
For the purpose of consistency, operational
definitions of key terms used throughout this study have
been developed. These terms are used to specify the
main research question and the subsidiary research
23
questions.
In formation consists of data that have been 
combined and given a form in which they convey to the 
recipient some useful knowledqe (Jones, 19B2).
Forma l_ in formation network refers to regular, 
deliberately planned procedures for gathering and 
transmitting information (Johnson, 1977). Examples 
would be computer reports, non-computer reports, 
business meals, official memos, or newsletters from the 
particular organization one is concerned with (Jones and 
McLeod, 1986 5,
InformaJ._ informal i on_ network refers to unsystematic 
procedures for gathering and transmitting information 
(Johnson, 1977}, Examples would include chance meetings 
or encounters between friends or colleaques, conference 
discussions, telephone conversations, luncheons, dinners 
or the exchange of personal letters (Baker, 1945: 
Hefferlin and Phillips, 1971; Jones and McLeod, 1986).
Formal organization refers to a social unit or 
human grouping deliberately constructed and 
reconstructed to seek specific goals; corporations, 
armies, schools, hospitals, churches ar.t' prisons are 
included (Etzioni, 1964); an organization is a 
collectivity with a relatively identifiable boundary, a 
normative order, ranks of authority, comjnunications
24
systems, and membership coordinating systems. This 
collectivity exists on a relatively continuous basis in 
an environment and engages in activities that are 
usually related to a set of goals (Hall, 19B2).
Senior executives denotes individuals at the 
highest levels in a hierarchial structure at the highest 
levels of control in an organization. Senior executives 
are chiefly concerned with strategic planning and 
management control versus middle and lower management 
levels which are concerned with operational or daily, 
specific control; top management determines the qoals of 
the organization and exercises control over middle and 
lower management functions (Anthony and Dearden, 1976}, 
Va1ue refers to the process of determining 
preferences (Simon, 1976}; the act of judging or 
estimating (Simon, 1976).
Deci sion refers to any process of selection in 
which there are multiple alternative possible actions, 
any one of which a given individual may undertake; by 
some process these numerous alternatives are narrowed 
down to that one which is in fact acted out (Simon,
1976).
Lim_itationa o f the Study
The study is based on a small sample of trustees of 
a small public college and a small private college.
25
Both colleges are in urban areas, with the majority of 
the trustees residing in the state in which the college 
they served is located. Hence, the genera 1 i z abi1 ity of 
the research is limited to trustees characterized by 
similar circumstances.
Genera 1izations from the research are also limited 
to similar institutions of higher education. 
Generalizations to the total population of college and 
university trustees as a whole should be made with 
caution.
Ovef v i ew of the Study
Literature related to the study is reviewed in 
Chapter 2. An overview of the ways in which senior 
executives in business organizations gather and use 
information in decision-making is presented. This is 
followed by a discussion of the literature related to 
information systems used by senior decision-makers in 
higher education, including trustees.
In Chapter 3 the design of the study is outlined. 
The chapter includes a description of the sample 
population, the research procedure, and method of data 
analysis.
The biographical questionnaire and interview 
findings are analyzed and discussed in Chapter 4. The 
conclusions of the research are presented in Chapter 5.
26
The implications for institutional policy and practice 
and for future research are then discussed.
Chapter 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
FormaJ.ap^ 1 nforma 1 Sources of Inj^ormati on
Information is vital to any orgariEation if it is 
to make decisions that will be of the most benefit 
strategically and operationally (Bostrom, 1983), 
Information implies more than "merely processing an 
element of data; it implies understanding, provides 
evidence of relationships and suggests assumptions about 
causes and effects, thus servinq as a guide for action 
{S c h m idtlein, 1977, p, 30)."
Communication is the process of transmitting this 
information (Davis, 1972). Information passed from 
person to person in the organization by a structured, 
organized set of procedures or communications becomes 
the formal information channel or network (Johnson,
1977). Simon (1976) says, "No matter how elaborate a 
system of formal information channels is set up in the 
organization, this system will always he supplemented by 
informal or unstructured channels (p. 160)," Through
27
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these informal channels, he says, will flow information(
advice, and even orders, as the informal comirmn i cat ion
system is built around the social relationships of the
organization. Additionally, when a decision is reached,
its various components can be traced through these
formal and informal channels of communication to many
individuals who have participated in forming its
premises (Simon, 1976),
Johnson (1977) says that organinations, in their
search for effective decision-making procedures, create
standard or formal codinq systems for structuring the
information they need. These formal information
channels represent only part of what is available for
decision-makers to know (Simon, 1976; Johnson, 1977),
Schmidtlein (1977), in describing formal and informal
information systems, says that:
Most of the information used to make decisions 
does not come from formal information systems.
This is true for a number of reasons.
Historically, policy makers have not possessed 
the technology needed to collect and transmit 
data readily between locations . . . Decisions
had to be based more on accumulated experience 
and personal insights than on detailed current 
knowledge. Even with the advances made in 
modern systems of data collection and 
analyses, most of the information brought to 
bear on decisions continues to come from 
personal experience and knowledge obtained 
from sources other than formal data systems,
Schmidtlein continues to discuss the impact of these
29
informal information systems:
The impact of informal information systems is 
evident in the frequent cases where recitation 
of a few concrete examples has more weight on 
a policy decision than a statistical portrait 
of the area . . . Often the advice of a
friend or associate whose judgment is valued 
counts for more than an analysis of data „ . .
policy makers will tend to prefer concreteness 
of an illustration to the abstractness of a 
statistical portrait . . . policy makers may
therefore have greater trust in informal 
sources of information for some kinds of 
decisions. Policy makers are very concerned 
about whose interests are being promoted by 
different decisions, and such interests are 
not always apparent from statistical data.
Policy makers are also aware that the 
interests of decision-makers at various 
organizational levels differ, and therefore 
decisions made at different levels serve 
different interests. This knowledge increases 
their skeptical view of formal information 
systems {p „ 37).
The kind and amount of information gathered 
determines the certainty in reaching decisions 
(Schoedenbek, I960; Hall, 1982). Therefore, the more
certain the information, the easier and better and more 
effective is the decision-making. Wilensky (1969) says 
that if information was of better quality, not distorted 
by bureaucratic hierarchy, and if it quickly reached the 
proper people, organizations would function much more 
effectively.
Higher education organizations have a critical need 
for information in order to plan and operate 
effectively. Those whose responsibility involves
30
determining and carrying out of policy— trustees on the 
board--need information to make decisions. They need to 
know what their institution is doing, how much it is 
doing, and how well it is doing it (Johnson, 1977). 
Within the limitations specified by law and 
institutional charters, boards of trustees are assigned 
responsibility for all aspects of institutional 
management (Taylor, 1987). Therefore, trustees need 
information for many reasons! to plan, to evaluate, and 
to control as well as provide a basis for receiving 
operating funds and record-keeping. It is reasonable to 
assume that these trustees would seek both formal and 
informal information sources to provide the kind of 
information that would reduce their uncertainty in 
decision-makinq and to assist them in making more 
effective decisions in the best interests of their 
inst itut ions.
Jnformat ion Gathering in the Corporate Sector
Even though there has been little systematic study 
of information gathering by trustees in higher 
education, studies of corporate America have pointed to 
the importance of informal sources of information in the 
decieion-making process of directors and senior 
management. Baker (1945) in Directors and Their 
Function writes:
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Directors can make contributions of great 
significance to a corporation by their 
informal activities. Those contributions come 
through consultations with executives by 
telephone, at luncheons, by an exchange of 
letters, at committee meetings, or through 
visits to factories, laboratories and offices.
The responsibility involves much more than 
just being present at meetings; there are 
other, more important yardsticks of 
performance (p. 132).
Boulton (1978), in his study of the chanqing roles
of the corporate board, said that increased involvement
of board members in their organisations brings demands
for new types of director informations
Given the overall nature of these chanqes in 
the b o a r d ’s role and the corresponding demands 
placed on directors to process the ever- 
increasing amounts of information, board 
members must become concerned more and 
involved in issues related to managing the 
b o a r d ’s own operations. It is no longer 
adequate for directors to rely solely upon 
management to recommend the structure or 
determine the information requirements of the 
boa rd (p . 835) .
Information was found to be an important aspect of 
board participation by Tashakori and Boulton {1983).
They suggest that information is the most critical 
factor in board development. The importance of the 
board as a vital link in the information system of the 
corporation was also stressed by Buchan (1981). tie felt 
that the informal exchange of information between 
directors is of considerable benefit to the organization
on whose board they serve.
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Quinn (1980), in various studies dealing with 
corporate executives, found that these executives set up 
good formal and informal networks to get accurate 
information. When Adams (1975) studied decision-making 
with top corporate management, he found that forty to 
fifty percent of the information they use in planning 
and decision-making came from informal sources. In 
fact, Adams suggests that as a result of his findings, 
some of the time and energy devoted to improvino formal 
information systems might be better spent in trying to 
improve decision-makers' informal information gatherinq 
skills. He also said that there is an increasing 
importance to gathering information informally as 
executives assume the highest positions of responsi­
bility and decision-making in organizations.
When studying how deci& ion-makerg obtain and use 
information sources in decision-making, O ’Reilly (1982) 
found several previous studies that show under 
conditions of high uncertainty, individuals are more 
likely to prefer verbal as opposed to written media 
(Randolph and Finch, 1977; Randolph, 1978; Tushman and 
Nadler, 1978), However, O'Reilly points out that these 
studies do not focus on individual decision-makers' 
preferences for information Hources. Additionally, Zmud 
(1970) found that a source that has been shown to
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provide quality information (nesgaqen that are relevant 
or specific to the problem being addressed; accurate, 
reliable, timely) is likely to be used more frequently 
than sources providing information of a lower quality. 
Quality information allows a decision-maker to justify 
the basis of the decision to others, arquing that if the 
information used is timely, accurate, and reliable, then 
any decision made is more likely to be an effective one 
(Goldstein, Marcus, and Rausch, 1978; Staw, 1980). In 
defining quality of information, Giffin (1967) said that 
decision-makers often rely on sources deemed to be 
trustworthy or credible.
Other important aspects of information gathering 
were found by Pfeffer and Salancik (1977). They said 
accessibility of information may dominate quality as a 
determinant of preference for information sources. 
Gerstberqer and Allen (1968) found channel accessibility 
(information sources that are easily reached) to be an 
important determinant of information use. However, 
O'Reilly (1982) says that it is important to note that 
it is the accessibility, not the quality, of the source 
that is most related to reported frequency of use. His 
study involved decision-making under time constraints. 
Under those conditions, O ’Reilly feels it is 
understandable that a more accessible source is more
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likely to be used than a less accessible one, even if 
the quality of the source is lower than another source 
known by the decision-maker to be available.
Inform ation Sources Usjsd _ _by_ Execujti v ejs
A key study by Jones and McLeod (1986) investigated 
where senior executives get the information they require 
for decision-making. Jones and McLeod's study is 
related to college and university trustees in that 
trustees and senior executives have responsibility for 
overseeing their organization and its resources such as 
money, materials, equipment, and personnel (Jones and 
McLeod, 19B6). Trustees, however, are held legally 
responsible for their actions (Association of Governinq 
Roards, 1985). Although they are a legislative and not 
an executive body (Fisher, 1969, p. 8), evidence 
suggests that trustee boards are more likely to involve 
themselves in the operatinq details of colleges and 
universities than in broad policy making (Taylor, 1987). 
Similar conclusions were reached in a study of 20 boards 
of four-year public colleges and universities 
(Paltridge, Hurst, and Morqan, 1973), This research 
classified board decisions into three levels: I-
legislative, 11-manageria1, and Ill-working.
Legislative decisions deal with ethical principles, 
general rules, and long-range issues; managerial
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decisions concern organizational control, direction of
subordinates, and interpretation of legislative policy;
and working decisions relate to the implementation of
specific rules and procedures. The study found that of
nearly 4,000 individual board decisions, approximately
42 percent were classified as level III and 3R percent
level II. In contrast, less than 8 percent of the
decisions were classified as level I, at which boards
are in theory expected to operate (p. 3B). This
corresponds to the role of senior executives in their
employing organizations, Ingram (1980) reports:
In terms of occupational background, the 
largest single group (34%) of trustees is 
comprised of active executives (not retirees) 
in business or industry. of these executives, 
over half are either presidents of 
corporations or chairmen of corporate boards, 
and all but a few are at least members of 
corporate boards (p. 17).
Gale (1985) also reports overlapping memberships of
corporate executives and trustees, and feels that higher
education needs to capitalize on the decision-making
skills of these corporate executives.
Jones and McLeod (1986) also point out that
organizations today are spending more money on computer-
based systems promoted specifically to meet executives’
information needs (Meador and Ness, 1974; Keen and
Scott-Morton, 1978; Mansour and Watson, 1980; Neumann
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and Hadase, 1980; Alter, 1980). Yet Jones and McLeod 
say :
Decision support systems, intelligent 
terminals, word-processing, networking, 
electronic mail, data-base management systems, 
dedicated micro-computers, and tele­
conferencing are just a few of the techniques 
currently suggested to assist job requirements 
. evidence suggests that managers identi ry 
decision situations and build mental models 
not with the aggregated, historical 
abstraction that a formal management 
information system provides but with specific 
tidbits of informal or soft data. Much of the 
intelligence information that senior 
executives need for relatively unstructured 
decision-making may be excluded in a formal 
information system {p. 221).
Overall, Jones and McLeod report that computer- 
based systems, which usually are a significant component 
of an organization’s formal information system, play a 
minor role in senior executives' information gathering 
network (p. 244). The senior executives that Jones and 
McLeod studied preferred more often their informal 
sources of information in decision-makjnq (p. 245).
Information originating from informal sources (e.g., 
unscheduled meetings, chance encounters, meals nr 
telephone conversations) was valued more highly than 
information from formal sources (e.g., official memos, 
newsletters or computer reports).
Jones and McLeod also found that the executives in 
their study had strong ties, not only to their
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respective cities, but to their industries and to the 
management profession as well (p. 230). The Jones and 
McLeod study revealed that when executives establish 
communication linkages with persons inside and outside 
their organizations, they do ao with the idea of 
selecting persons who can bo counted on to provide qood 
information. These executives ranked scheduled 
meetings, unscheduled meetings, chance meetings or 
encounters, and social activities as the sources of 
information that held the most value to them (p. 230).
In contrast, they gave lowest rankings to periodicals, 
computer reports, letters, business meals, and telephone 
conversations. Yet these latter types of information 
sources dominated the organization's formal flow of 
information to the executives.
In summary, the Jones and McLeod study has shown 
that senior executives receive much information from 
their environment, that informal information systems 
play an important role in executives’ decision-making, 
and that computers do not provide as much useful 
information to the executives as previously thought.
In£ormation Needs o f _  Trustees
The need for information necessary for decision­
making in higher education is increasing {Jones, 1982). 
Over a decade ago, tlefferlin and Phillips {1971) foresaw
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this trend and stated that one of the criteria for
colleges and universities to achieve excellence in
education is the accessibility of better information
about their own institution and about educational and
social change at Large (p. 3). Because of this trend,
Hussain (1973) felt there would be an increasing need
for the services provided by information systems for
decision-making. He said colleqes and universities
would grow to depend upon the information generated by
these systems for decision-making. Yet the adequacy of
these formal institutional information Bystems and their
ability to generate information that will be used by the
institution's decision-makers, such as trustees, is
questioned by Sandin (1977) and Sheehan (1977):
The most important question facing designers 
of college and university information systems 
concerns the actual use of such information by 
decision-makers in the essentially intuitive 
process of educational judgment (Sandin, p.
27) ,
h  major question . . . is whether the notions
of systematic management can be made as 
effective in higher education as was once 
thought. It has been suggested that progress 
toward promised goals has faltered and perhaps 
boqged down because of the lack of under­
standing about decision-making processes, 
weaknesses in the total information systems 
approach, an overemphasis on computational 
techniques . . . (Sheehan, p. 89).
With increasing demands for accountability as well 
as growth of responsibilities, trustees’ needs for
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accurate, accessible, and reliable information will be 
critical in the coming years* "Trusteeship involves 
informing oneself sufficiently to be able to make 
effective judgments," says Ingrain (1980, p. 106), Tatum 
(1906), himself a former trustee, says that the board 
member who is an effective advocate for his or her 
college is one who is well-informed on every issue that 
properly comes to the board for attention* "Trustees," 
says Nason (1975), "should forever be asking questions. 
Why this? Why that? This is not interference with 
administration. This is the kind of surveillance 
necessary to fulfill the trust committed to them (p.
19}," Effective, informed trusteeship is in even 
greater demand today than ever before (Millett, 1970).
Trustees, like senior executives in corporate 
organizations, may seek both formal and informal sources 
to provide the information necessary for their 
increasing decision-making responsibilities. Even 
though trustees are defined by college charters as the 
corporate body responsible for making decisions, they 
are unlike business executives because they tend to be 
removed from the day-to-day operations of their 
institution (Wood, 1985}. In addition, trustees are 
usually lay persons or non-experts charged with 
overseeing the efforts of professionals who are
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organized to serve the public (Wood, 1985), As such, 
trustees may be more dependent upon the forma] channels 
of information than senior executives. However, 
trustees, because of their outsider status, may feel 
added pressure to obtain as much information as possible 
for decision-making and actively establish and use 
informal information channels in order to fulfill their 
information needs.
Wood (1985), in her study of trustees at private 
colleges, alludes to the informal information network 
trustees may establish. She says, 1 . . . how a board
chooses to solicit and receive . , , information is a 
central feature of its operating style (p. 139)."
The informal information gathering of trustees has 
received little attention in the literature, as the 
"formal apparatus of academic government" has been a 
major interest of higher education scholars (Hines and 
Hartmark, 1980, p. 39), Bacchetti (1977) says that "the 
first thing to be said about how decisions are made in 
colleges and universities is that very little is knov,n 
systematically about that subject (p. 4)," Likewise, 
Riesman (1985) states that "much as been said concerning 
the composition of boards of trustees in general, but 
knowledge is scantier concerning individual boards as 
they operate at present (p. x )."
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Summary
Current studies of information gathering in 
corporate America reveal a pattern of informal 
information sources that serve as an important component 
in the decision-making process of senior executives.
Many studieB also refer to the important contribution of 
informal relationships between directors and senior 
executives and their informal contacts as an avenue of 
information exchange.
Woodbury (1904) makes the point that trustees do 
not need more information but better information. The
current trend is for institutions to increase the amount
of information they are generating (Hefferlin and 
Phillips, 1971), yet this may not be the better
information trustees need and want.
Research shows that corporate executives , a 
substantial portion of whom sit on college boards, 
establish both formal and informal sources of 
information in order to increase the certainty and 
effectiveness of their decision-making. College and 
university trustees should exhibit similar tendencies in 
establishing formal and informal information sources in 
order to obtain the better information they require for 
dec is i ori-mak ing .
Chapter 3 
METHODOLOGY
The Eample
Trustees from a small public college and a small 
private college comprised the sample for this study.
The research explored the manner in which trustees 
gather the information they need to make effective 
decisions for their institutions. Trustees in hiqher 
education " . . . in legal terms . . . as a group are the 
institution. In the college charter approved by the 
state legislature, the founders are listed by name and 
they and their successors are defined as the corporate 
body, making a board of trustees similar in this respect 
to the board of directors of a business corporation 
{Wood, 1905, p. 7)." Senior executives account for a 
large percentage of the membership of corporate boards 
of directors (Jones and McLeod, 19R6; Woodbury, 1904; 
Buchan, 1901). Trustees in higher education and senior 
executives in business corporations (from which many 
trustees are drawn [Ingram, 1909]} have the 
responsibility for overseeing their organization and its
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money, materials, equipment and personnel. The
oversight function requires sufficient information in
order to make efficient and effective decisions in the
best interests of the organization {Schoedenbek, I960;
Ha L1, L982).
The participants in this study represent two
colleges in adjacent states in the southeastern United
States. The particular colleges were selected because
of their similarities in structure and programs. Even
though the mechanisms for trustee appointment were
different and reflected the institution's public or
private status, areas of similarity were deemed
sufficient to merit comparison in this study. In order
to protect the confidentiality of the trustees'
responses to the research instrument, the institutions
and their trustees will not be identified.
The private college was founded as a tour-year
institution in 1956 under the auspices of a major
Protestant denomination. The institution admitted its
first students in 1960. Although the institution is
church-related, comments by Jencks and Fiesman (i960)
Beern appropriate to this college:
Many Protestant colleges have started with 
sectarian ties that were il 1-adapted to market 
conditions and [decided] (often unconsciously) 
as time went on to play these ties down and in 
some cases eventually eliminating them . . .
Students are today selected mainly on the
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basis of their ability to do the academic work 
set for them by the faculty rather than for 
their willingness to conform to the behavioral 
and doctrinal requirements of the denomination 
that sponsors the college {p. 323).
The majority of trustees at the private college
reflected these observations by Jencks and Riegman in
their comments during the study. One trustee did refer
to her desire to maintain the denominational character
of the institution, a 1thouqh she did not express a
desire for strict membership requirements for students
or faculty. A certain number of trustees at the private
college must be identified as members of the sponsoring
denomination, yet such stipulations are not enforced for
the president, administrators, students or faculty.
There is a growing sentiment, expressed amonq trustees
themselves, to appeal to the sponsoring denomination to
remove membership requirements for trustees as well .
The public college was founded in 1960 as a two-
year branch of an older state institution. The first
baccalaureate degrees were awarded in 1971. The
institution became totally independent in 1977.
Processes for selecting trustees vary greatly
between the public and private sectors of higher
education. Most public trustees are popularly elected
or appointed by governors or legislative bodies. Public
trustees are more likely to be appointed at four-year
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institutions. Most trustees of private institutions are 
selected by the board itself (self-perpetuation) or by 
constituent groups, such as alumni or sponsoring 
churches (Taylor, 1987, p. 17).
Both the public and the private institution would 
fall under the "less selective" categorization of 
institutions as cited by Levine (1901), His 
categorization is based upon the Carnegie classification 
system (1973) wherein "selective" and "most selective" 
are terms used to denote liberal arts institutions that 
are included among 200 leading baccalaureate-qrant i ng 
institutions in terms of number of graduates receiving 
P h . D . ’s at 40 leading doctorate-granting institutione. 
Ail liberal arts colleges not meeting this criterion 
would be considered ’less selective." The public 
institution, established with a strong liberal arts 
curriculum, has developed into a comprehensive 
institution as it now offers at least one professional 
or occupational program (Carnegie Commission, 1972). 
Similar developments have occurred at the private 
institution. It is now offering at least one 
professional or occupational program as well.
The mean SAT scores of entering freshmen at the 
public college and the private college are in the 800- 
900 range. Sixty-fiix percent of the faculty from the
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private college hold earned doctorates while sixty-eight 
percent of the faculty at the public college hold earned 
doctorates. Student-face 1ty ratios are similar at both 
institutions, although enrollment is larger at the 
public institution. A large part-time enrollment 
accounts for the public institution's larger size. 
However, the private college has recently begun to 
expand in this area.
Comparable degree and program offerings are offered 
by both institutions. They are located near major 
universities and have cooperative proqram agreements 
with these universities. The public college and the 
private college are accredited by national and regional 
accreditation agencies.
Both colleges are located in industrial and 
agricultural areas that are experiencing population 
growth. Large business ventures are locating near the 
institutions, and both states are aggressively pursuing 
increased ties with international business corporations. 
Cultural and social activities are also developing in 
both communities, and students are able to experience a 
diversity of activities. Nationally recognized 
metropolitan areas are within short distances of both 
the public college and the private college. Both 
institutions have strong ties to the business community
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as evidenced by the number of trustees on each board who 
are affiliated with corporations (Inqrara, 19B0).
A major concern expressed by trustees at each 
institution is the ability to increase the size of their 
college's endowment fund in order to strengthen the 
financial status of the institution. Each board, as 
represented by the study participants, voiced strong 
desires to increase the academic reputation of its 
college by enhancinq current academic programs and/or 
addinq new areas for development. By expanding the 
academic base of the institutions, they feel that, more 
students with academic promise would be attracted to 
their college. Another prominent similarity between the 
two boards was that each had recently finished a 
presidential search and succeb e fu1 ly installed a new 
president.
Trustee participants were defined as individuals 
who had served on the board of either the public or the 
private college for a minimum of one academic year.
They were individually identified by the board liaison 
officer of the public college and by the development 
officer of the private college.
A total of twenty-five trustees comprised the 
s a m p l e  for this study. The research plan was to 
interview all fourteen of the public college board
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members. However, two trustees were not available to 
participate. Twelve trustees (66%) from the public 
college did participate in the study. Prom a pool of 
twenty-four active trustees at the private college, 
thirteen (54%) were randomly selected and did 
participate in the research.
Data Collectlon
Data for the research were collected through 
personal, in-depth interviews with trustees. An 
interview schedule was developed for the study. Prior 
to the interview, trustees were contacted by telephone 
to set interview appointments. Trustees were 
interviewed either in their business offices or in their 
personal residences. Durinq the course of the initial 
telephone conversation, a verbal summary of the research 
study was provided. After the initial contact, a letter 
further explaining the purpose of the study and the 
agreed upon interview date was mailed to each trustee 
(see Appendix A). Included with the letter was a 
bioqraphical questionnaire (see Appendix B) which was to 
be completed by the trustee subsequent to the interview 
appointment. The bioqraphical questionnaire wag 
returned to the researcher at the time of the interview. 
Personal and professional demographic data on study 
participants were collected by the questionnaire.
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Interview Schedule
The interview schedule consisted of structured and 
semi structured questions. The questions were 
constructed to provide data which would clarify how 
trustees gather the information they need to make 
effective decisions for their colleges. Original 
questions were formulated and others were adapted from 
the related works of O'Reilly [1902), Jones and McLeod 
[1986), and Ingrain [1980), O'Reilly's questionnaire 
regardinq the quality and accessibility of information 
sources provided a foundation for questions involving 
trustee preferences for certain types of information. 
Jones and McLeod's research focused on the specific 
types of informal arid formal information sources used by 
senior executives in decision-making. The "Self-Study 
Criteria for Private Boards," cited by Ingram [pp. 429- 
439), yielded materials that were incorporated into 
decision scenarios that were presented to trustees in 
the interview session.
The interview schedule and the bioqraphical 
questionnaire were pilot tested on three trustees from 
another public institution and one trustee from another 
private institution. The instruments were revised after 
the initial pilot and were resubmitted to one trustee 
for a second pilot. No further revisions were made.
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Components o f Interview Schedule
The interview schedule consisted of ten queationg 
and four decision scenarios reflecting theoretical 
perspectives concerning the role of informal information 
in trustee's decieion-makinq, The first part of the 
interview concentrated on questions dealing with 
trustees' perceptions of their role as a member of the 
colleqe board. Participants '--ere then queried about 
specific types of information sources they used in 
decision-making. Trustees were also asked to comment on 
which particular information sources were most helpful 
in certain types of decisions. Finally, participants 
were invited to add any additional information they 
thought would contribute to a better understanding of 
decision-making by board members in higher education. 
Trustee s ' Ro1e Perceptions
In order to provide background information relevant 
to the subsidiary research questions and to focus for 
the trustees the intent of the interview, initial 
interview questions revolved around the individual 
trustee's perceptions of his or her role as a board 
member. Questions centered on early interest in 
trusteeship and the avenue of appointment; personal 
descriptions of the purpose, duties, and responsi­
bilities of a trustee? changes in perceptions of their
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role as a trustee based on actually experiencing the 
office of trustee; and, mechanisms for Learning to 
perform as a member of the board.
Identi f ication ojT_ I n format ion Source b  Used b y _  T_ru s t ees 
Ingram (1980) has stated that "sensible trustees, 
following what has been described as 'Corson's lav;' 
(Nason, 1975; Dziuba and Meardy, 1976), should keep 
their noses in every facet of the institution's 
operations so that they may keep their fingers out (p. 
113)." Likewise, Tatum (19B6) concludes that boards 
that have succeeded in becoming "well-informed 
advocates” for their institution usually have the 
information they need for "every issue that properly 
comes to the board for attention (p. 40)." The manner 
in which trustees become well-informed and the specific 
typos of information sources they use to make decisions 
for their institution is the overriding purpose of this 
study.
What types of informal information sources do 
trustees use most often? (subsidiary question number 1) 
is addressed by interview schedule questions that focus 
on specific types of information sources. Trustees were 
able to select from particular examples of information 
sources as well as describe the characteristics of the 
source (for example, if a trustee selected unscheduled
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meetings with other members of the college community, he 
or she could elaborate if the meeting was held with 
faculty, administrators, students or alumni).
W h a t typos o f form al information sources do 
truslees use most o ften? (subsidiary question number 2) 
is algo addressed by interview schedule questions that 
focus on specific types of information sources.
Trustees were able to select information sources as well 
as describe the particular characteristics of the 
information sources they use in gathering information 
for decision-making. Information sources need to be 
identified to clarify the ways trustees gather the 
information they require for effective decision-tnakinq, 
Much of the literature in higher education states that 
the president often dominates decision-making by 
trustees because he or she controls the flow of 
information to the trustees (Kramer, 1965? Ingram,
19BI0). Other studies indicate that the president is the 
most trusted source of information for trustees (Taylor, 
1984b). Therefore to understand better and define the 
flow of information to trustees, and the part that the 
president plays in this fl o v , the ful1 range of 
information sources must be identified. The importance 
of having trustees differentiate between their informal 
and their formal sources of information is reinforced by
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Gould's (1973) contention that trustees should seek 
information from any source that may possibly be useful 
to them. If trustees do indeed seek in format ion from a 
variety of informal and formal sources, then the 
literature describing the role of president as chief 
in format i ori-g i ver may need to be modified.
Dp_ the informal information so urce_p_ of t r u a tees i n 
private coJleges d i ffer from those of trustees in public 
col lege s? (subsidiary question number 3) is addressed by 
previous questions on the interview schedule relating to 
the specific types of information sources used by 
trustees. Responses of the trustees at the public 
college and the trustees at the private college were 
compared to reveal patterns of information gathering 
which are differentiated by institution.
What makes one information source^ rioje valuable or
more -iy_ to be used by a jtrustee than another? Do
the_charac ter i s t i cs of information accuracy, 
re 1 tability, spec_i J" i c i t y  , and ac^oes s i b i l_i_t^ _ influence 
the frequency o f use? (subsidiary question number 4) 
These are questions which the interview schedule 
addresses by asking trustees to cite those traits which 
they consider necessary for frequent use of an 
information source in decision-making. If, as Nason 
(1975) has stated, the responsibilities of trustees will
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become more complex and that governing boards will play 
increasingly important roles in the years ahead 
(Millett, 1978), information that is judged to be 
specific, accessible, reliable and accurate may be the 
preferred choice of trustees. Whether this information 
comes through formal sources or informal sources, 
trustees will probably select the information sources 
that most ably meet their needs.
What prompts trustees to seek informal sources of
information? (subsidiary question number 5) is addressed 
by questions which specifically ask trustees to report 
their preferences for information sources and to explain 
their choices. Adams (1975) showed the considerable 
importance that informally qathered information has on 
influencing decision-making. He also demonstrated that 
as informally obtained information becomes more 
influential in a particular decision situation, the 
willingness to support expensive formal information 
systems may diminish. It is important to under stand why 
trustees choose informal information sources so that it 
will be possible to understand better the influence this 
type of information has on decisjon-makinq in higher 
education.
The interview schedule also includes questions 
which ask trustees to characterize information sources
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they use as being inclividually-oriented or qroup- 
oriented, and why they prefer this type of information. 
Trustees cannot hope to perform effectively if they lack 
meaningful information (Nason, 1982). In order for 
trustees to act responsibly they must be informed 
(Nason, 1982), The increasing pressure felt by trustees 
to be fully informed may prompt them to seek information 
both formally and informally.
What types of informal information sources do 
trustees believe provide the most r e l iable and useful 
in formation? (subsidiary question number 6) is addressed 
by questions which ask trustees to assign the traits of 
usefulness, reliability, accuracy, and pertinence to 
specific informal information sources they use. 
Information sources that have been shown to provide 
pertinent, specific, accurate and reliable information 
are used more frequently than sources of information 
providing information of a lower quality (Z m u d , 1978),
Information serves as a guide for action (Schmidtloin, 
1977}, and trustees need accurate quides in order to 
take effective, beneficial actions. It is reasonable to 
assume that trustees not only select information sources 
informally that will provide the information they feel 
they need, but also select information that meets 
certain criteria for decreasing their uncertainty about
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deci sion-maki n g .
Information Sources Used for Specific Decisions
Current literature in hiqher education states that 
the institution, through the president, most often 
dominates the information flow to trustees. Holdermau 
(1981) agrees but adds that trustees should feel that 
they have access to the president both formally and 
informally. The Commission on Strengthening 
Presidential Leadership (1904) recommends that 
presidents share all the information the board needs to 
qovern effectively. If trustees are not confident that 
they are beinq informed of significant issues which 
confront the institution (Kauffman, 1980, p. 61) they 
will seek from other sources information pertinent to 
the decisions they must make.
Does the uae of formal and informal information 
sources d i ffer according to the type of derosion-- 
institutional planning, president and boar d_ r ejljations , 
f i nano ial support and managemen t_,_ academic progratri_ and 
facu1ty— made? (subsidiary question number 7) This 
question was addressed by four highur education decision 
scenarios that trustees most likely encounter in their 
tenure on a board. These scenarios were presented to 
the trustees by the interviewer. The trustees were 
asked to list two or three sources of information which
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they found most useful in mariner each type of decision* 
The participants were also asked to list one or two 
sources of information they found less helpful in making 
these types of decisions.
Data Ana lysis
The major purpose of this exploratory study was to 
clarify the ways in which trustees in hiqher education 
qather the information they need for effective decision- 
making. The study especially focused on informal 
information sources used by trustees. Frequencies, 
percentages, and mean scores were calculated for 
descriptive and comparative purposes. Illustrative 
quotes were identified to help clarify and interpret the 
tabulated data. The objective of the analysis wap to 
identify trends and overall patterns of trustee 
information gathering which may have implications for 
improving trustee decision-making, Statistical 
acceptance or rejection of specific research hypotheses 
was not appropriate for an exploratory study of this 
nature.
Chapter 4
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION: INTERVIEW DATA
luit roduc titpn
As stated previously, the overall purpose of this 
research was to describe the information sources used by 
trustees in their decision-makinn, In particular, the 
investigation centered upon the informal information 
sources trustees use most often to assist them in 
becominq more effective decision-makers. The following 
chapter looks at the identification of these information 
sources and the particular types of decisions in which 
they are used by trustees.
Description o f the Sample
Of the 25 trustees who participated in the study,
19 or 76 percent were males. The mean age of the 
trustee sample was 57 years. Participant trustees had 
served at least one academic year on their respective 
college boards.
Educational background, occupational category, 
other board memberships, and years of service to the 
college they were involved with at the time of the study
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will be discussed to clarify the composition of the 
trustee sample.
Table 4.1 presents data on the educational 
background of the trustees that were interviewed. 
Sixty-eight percent of the trustee participants hold the 
baccalaureate degree. The trustees in this study differ 
in educational background from the trustees in Gomberq 
and Atelsek's (1977) national survey, conducted in fall 
1976 at the request of the Association of Governing 
Boards of Universities and Colleges. The purpose of the 
survey was to determine the extent to which governing 
boards had become more diverse and more broadly 
representative of the communities and colleges they 
serve. Usable data were collected from 449 of the 52fl 
boards surveyed. College and university boards sampled 
were based upon a network of 760 institutions broadly 
representative of the more than 3,000 institutions 
listed in the National Center for Education Statistics' 
Education Directo r y . Gomberg and Atelsek reported that 
90 percent of the trustees in their study held the 
baccalaureate degree and 32 percent- held a professional 
degree or a doctorate. Similar percentages of the 
public college trustees (75%) and the private college 
trustees (62) have bachelor's degrees.
The trustees in this study represent several
i
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occupational categories. Table 4,2 displays the number 
of trustee participants from four occupational 
categories. Each occupation's proportion of the total 
sample is also presented. The occupational category 
most frequently represented by trustee participants is 
the business category (60%). Taylor (1907) says that 
"business and professional people dominate board 
membership to as great an extent in 1905 as they did in 
1969, These groups are more likely to be represented on 
independent than on public boards (p.ll)." In this 
study, approximately equal percentages of private 
college trustees (69%) and public college trustees (67%) 
were in business occupations. These findings are 
considerably higher than the percentages reported by 
Gomberg and Atelsek (1977), Their study indicated that 
34 percent of the trustees sampled had business or 
industrial occupational backgrounds.
To further describe the composition of the trustee 
sample, other board memberships were analysed. In 
Gomberg and Atelsek's ( 1.977 ) research 32 percent of 
trustees were found to serve on at least one corporate 
board. Also, "more trustees on private than on public 
boards hold memberships on corporate boards (p. 6) , . ,
members of private boards tend to hold more 
institutional board memberships . . . (p. R)."
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Table 4.3 identifies the board memberships of the 
trustee sample. In this study, 32 percent of the 
trustees serve at least on one corporate board. Gomberg 
and Atelsek {1977} also found 23 percent of trustees in 
public, four-year, single campus colleges serve on at 
least one corporate board while 32 percent, of trustees 
at private, four-year, single campus colleges serve on
at least one corporate board.
From the trustee sample in this research, only 8
percent of the public college trustees reported servinq 
on at least one corporate board. However, 54 percent of 
the trustees from the private colleqe stated that they 
served on at least one corporate board. The pattern of 
these findings is consistent with Gomberg and Atelsek's 
d a t a .
Overall, community boards (80%} and civic boards 
(60%) comprise the two largest categories of board 
membership for the trustees sampled. Community boards 
(03%) and civic boards {75%) account for the greatest 
participation by public college trustees in this study. 
The private college trustees reported community boards 
(77%) followed by corporate boards (54%), professional 
boards (54%), and social boards (54%) as descriptive of 
their board involvement.
Table 4.4 shows the distribution of trustees' years
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of service on their respective college boards. Sixty- 
percent of trustee participants have served from one to 
five years on their respective college's board. Twenty- 
eight percent have served from six to ten years, with 
twelve percent serving longer.
A substantial difference in years of service on the 
college board distinguished the public college trustees 
from the private colleqe trustees. Eiqhty-three percent 
of the public college trustees have served from one to 
five years on their board whereas only thirty-eight 
percent of the private college trustees have served one 
to five years. The board of the private college had 
trustees fairly evenly distributed over a broader range 
of years of service. Years of service by trustees in 
this study is illustrative of the mode of appointment to 
either the public college or the private college. 
Processes for selecting trustees vary greatly between 
the public and private sector (Taylor, 1907, p. 17),
The public college trustees in this study were appointed 
by the governor/legislative body of the state in which 
the college exists. The private college board members 
were selected by the board itself (essentially a form of 
self-perpetuation) or by constituent groups, such as 
alumni or the sponsoring denomination.
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Organ izatlon of the Findings
For purposes of discussion/ the research findinqs 
have been divided into three general categories:
1) Trustee's perceptions of their role as members of a 
college board:
2) Identification of information sources used by 
trustees in decision-makingr
3) Particular information sources used by trustees in 
certain types of decisions.
Each topic contributes essential knowledge to this 
exploratory study of how trustees gather and use 
information in decision-making. Factors related to 
trustees’ perceptions of their role as a member of a 
board will be considered first.
Development of Interest in Trusteeship
At the beginning of the interview trustees were 
asked to describe how they initially became interested 
in serving on their particular board. Table 4.5 
presents these findings. The most frequent response by 
the trustees cited their participation in business and 
civic affairs (60%). Examples of this involvement 
include fund-raising for the college or some other 
community organization, serving as an elected officer in 
a civic organization, membership on other community or 
business boards, or having a personal relationship with
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someone who wag active in community or civic affairs. 
Trustees made such comments as :
I became interested in serving on the board 
because I understand what the college can mean 
to the lives of the people in the community.
I have always been interested in children and 
youth, and my community involvement has 
centered on educational types of activities.
1 have been very active in my community and 
have served on numerous boards and done fund­
raising for them. T was asked to serve (on 
the college board) because of my position in 
the community.
The college is a great community asset. 1 
realize this and volunteered to jump in there 
(fund-raising) when the college almost folded.
Trustees from the private college indicated a greater
degree of interest (69%) emerging through their business
and civic participation than did the trustees from the 
public colleqe (50%).
The second most frequent reason qiven by trustees 
for their interest in servinq on the board was activity 
in political affairs. Fifty percent of the trustees 
from the public colleqe mentioned their involvement in
political affairs whereas none of the trustees from the 
private college noted political reasons for their 
interest in board membership. This distinctively 
different response pattern reflects the differing 
methods of board appointment employed by the public 
college and the private college. The public college
board membership is appointed by the current state
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governor. Hence, its members tend to be politically
active persona. Comments by several public college
trustees illustrate this phenomenon:
This was a political reward for me for working 
on __   campaign. He was thankful.
I have been a long time political worker, and 
this was a reward for service,
I spoke to the right friends who are state 
legislators and got appointed.
In contrast, the private board identifies,
cultivates, and recruits prospective board members
either through the college president or current board
members. Comments by private college trustees clarify
their selection process:
1 knew many members of the board through 
business and church connections. After having 
worked with the college in fund-raising, they 
appointed trie to the board.
My first activity with the college was fund­
raising. This evolved into a continual 
association, I was finally asked by the 
president if I would become a member of the 
b o ard,
A small percentage (31%) of the private college 
trustees spoke of their church involvement as a reason 
they became interested in board membership. These 
respondents included members of the clergy, as the 
private college in the study is church-related and must 
have a certain number of clergymen on its board of 
trustees. The relatively small number mentioning their
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church involvement reflects a trend discussed by Jencks
and Riesman (1968) in The Acad emic Revolution i
The ehanginq conception of (Protestant) higher 
education also brought changes in the 
character of the trustees themselves, who were 
increasingly chosen from the laity rather than 
the clerqy * . . The economic arguments for
presenting a non-sectarian face to the public 
were obvious to some colleges . . . They
provided one of the compelling reasons for 
replacing clerical with lay trustees. It was 
almost impossible to choose 'non-sectarian' 
clergymen who would be equally acceptable to 
all denominations, whereas it was relatively 
easy to find a prosperous businessman or 
attorney who could fill this bland role (p.
325) .
In comparison, none of the public college trustees 
mentioned activity in church affairs as initiating their 
interest in serving on their college's board.
Truste e s ' Understanding of Th e ir Pole
Nason (1902) describes the ideal role of trustees 
by distinguishing six specific charqes: appointing the
president, approving the budget, raising money, managing 
the endowment, approving the lonq-ranqe plan, and 
serving as the court of appeal in matters of college 
governance. Ingram (1980) says that trustees' "informed 
commitment to the future of the academy throuqh the 
exercise of responsible trusteeship will help to reverse 
what many have called an erosion of the authority of the 
presidency and the lay board . . . trustees exist to 
help their institutions keep a fix on the horizon and
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hold a steady angle of vision (p. 13)."
In order to understand more fully how trustees 
gather information to inform themselves for decision­
making, trustees were asked to describe their role in 
terms of purpose, duties, and responsibilities. If 
trustees are able to clearly articulate understandinq of 
their role on the board, then presumably they will be 
more able to assist their institution in the manner 
Ingram (1900) described.
Responses in this study were categorized into six 
major areas of responsibility. Table 4,6 presents these 
areas. The categories are: accountability and
communication with external constituencies, personnel 
decisions, setting of goals and policies for overall 
institutional operations, maintenance of the 
institution's distinctive character and mission, 
financial oversight, and general check and balance to 
administration. These categories reflect the major 
areas of trustee responsibilities mentioned in current 
literature (Kramer, 1981: Middleton, 1983), and thus 
suggest that the trustees in this study articulated 
commonly accepted purposes, duties, and responsibilities 
of board membership.
The most frequent responsibility trustees mentioned 
was the setting of goals and policies for overall
73
n Hi
it
VI h-1
r t
o
H
CL z ft XP
ft e ht fD
a . 3 ft Vi
O' TJ
rT ft 3 O
O H O □
in Oi
f t rr ft
c r m - 3
M’ =1 M-- rr
VI 3 [n
T3 T5
H- Or O C
3 H it
rt i t f t n
It 3 QJ ft
rt rt 3
< LJ rr
i—• ft % t r
ft In i-^
£ M- ft
Ln p-3
M' 7T rr
r r • C Q
CP VI
Cl i—i
# h-• o M
rt o tt
to rr
rr 3
ft 9 CJ
Lrt
3 d V
O 3
K 3
fH
3  *< •<
to
rr O
o l-h
r t
rt m rr
n 1— ZT
c fD
Ln 3
rt O M
it M ft
ft> ft VI
Cfl
rr o
to ZX 3
rt to Cfl
M •
ft tr
fij h - h---
n CS> h-i
cr C& ■
rr
o *u l-l •
o ft f t
h-1 H
h - O
t fD Hr
lG 3
fD rr
■ rt
3"
ft
s- o
c l  i t  
9 3
H- it 
□  h
M- Qj 
VI ►"« 
r+
m n
ELi 3d 
rf ft 
*-■ n  
o 
3
CD
M
QJ-
3
rt
It
0s!
•n
M'
3
fr
3
n
m -
p >
oc
f t
n
u>
m -
tQ
tr
tsj
CTi
*
0-1
LO
u>
cn
OJ
A
2 H- QJ M* Cfi
m - & a n a t
w- in in rt
tn 3 r t Q. rr
M • rt 1—(■-■ ft i—►■ o
0 & rt 3 rt o
3 h— 3 ►— 3 to
rt n rt M
G l-rf- M< Ln
Hi o o tJ 0
M-- a i—p a Cn
w ELi Cu in
rt t-1 a i—
in M < 3 O
rr a CL ■Mr o I—1
b^ - n <t a t3 +* ■
rr rr < ft n
3 ft H »—< •
rr < >—i 1H ft
ft O Ml rr 4fl
a £ M-
3 n 3 a o Hi
w ft C l 3 o
to a H LA n
H rr to
£u ■—■Mi,-kO
O in M- <
rr M- » it
It a It H
n ft Q>
' 1—i
£i \—1
S J
Ol
cn
s
M
4*
l/l
C&
-wj
Ln
ro
rt, Ml T3
M- fl)
o H H
£ ft V
h - O
rr *^ 3 a
•< H a
ft ft
in H
H Mi
fD a  o
rt t ft
tkJ 3 rt
M 1 rt M-
a in
NrfL
o in o
o fD a
3 fD [fl
?r
(t
rr o M-
it c *
a rr It
rr in •ft
r t ■H
T) to
rt a a"
H d ft-i ■
V> M - H
O a fl)
3
a
m
i— 1
LO
(jh?
■*n
QD
u>
cr.
£ >
H- rt
* rr r t
ft a' 0* 3
m r t 3
rt
[fl rt to
rr r t tr
m n <—■ •
r+ a +— >
ID CL' ■—■ •
M* rt
kG
O n
< o ftn
ft 3
H V n
a rt o
3 m - g
it rt §
3 C c
rr ID 3
3 M<
n n
T} H- EU
C fD r r
cr V M>
h- o
m- a
rt
ntb
C£>
3]
■t
Ifl
t l
o
3
V
i—i-
CT
rt
><
n
11
rt
uQ
O
<V
(fl
O  rti
OG z  o  a
i^-1 cr
h- l—
rp n .^
k£5 rt
% fD
O k
M
ho
ro
O  TJ
lr*J S5 O H
M'
^  <
bo ft QJ
LU ■<£- rr
ft ft fD
IS
i— '
UJ
-3
H
c
in
r r
m
ru
a
a
d
0) (fl 
□  rt 
C l  Ot 
3
7} Oj 
fU ►— 
(fl 3 
►O IQ 
O
3 □ 
(fl H i
O' i-3
«■ J  
>— U
U. rt H
N* ■
ft ^ 
in c
o
in 
<t
O
c
rr
M"
ft
in
>-3
a  h  
c
V  EU
fD
c* it 
V
to
Ln
H
EL>
*T
ft
74
inytitutiona1 operations (52%). One trustee observed:
We are broad overseers and must set goals and 
policies to make sure the college runs 
smoothly.
Another commented:
Our purpose is overall management anti 
supervision of the college to make certain 
those policies we direct are carried out*
Furty-four percent of trustees cited accountability
and communication with external constituencies as their
next most frequent responsibility* These findings
support Taylor's (1987) observations that "Trustees are
held legally responsible for their actions, and experts
predict that the future will bring even more legal
exposure to governing boards (p. 25)." Trustees in this
study appear to be aware of this increasing
accountability, as illustrated by the degree of
responses falling into this category.
Ocher literature (Nason, 1982) encourages trustees
to engage in lobbying at state and federal levels and to
broaden their concern for the institution's activities
including governmental relations (Radock and Jacobson,
1980). Comments from trustees articulated precisely
those sentiments:
I recognize that we are a part of the state 
system of higher education, and trustees must 
see that the institution fulfills the role the 
state legislature intended for it.
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Trustees must sense the needs of the community 
and help the college to meet those needs and 
be responsive to the community.
Trustees must also see "that the bills are paid
(Nason, 1902, p. 24)." Trustees have the responsibility
for seeing that the institution meets its current
financial obligations and will be viable over the long
run (Pocock, 1984b). Forty-four percent of the trustees
in this study consider the area of financial oversight
another important responsibility. The following remarks
convey their concern:
Fiscal management is a chief concern of mine.
We have to see that money is spent for what, it 
is intended for.
Trustees must help the college keep its head 
above water (financially).
Thirty-six percent of trustees reported personnel 
decisions such as hiring and firing the president, 
recruiting outstanding faculty, retaining competent 
administrators, as a chief responsibility. Other areas 
of regponsibi1 ity were mentioned by smaller percentages 
of the participants.
Di f f erencys_Betwe en Responses of Public and Private 
Tru3te_es
Distinct differences appeared when responses of the 
public college trustees and the private college trustees 
were compared. Trustees from the public college named
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setting goals and policies for overall institutional
operations as their chief concern and responsihi1ity
(75%). A trustee from the public college summarized the
essence of many of his counterparts’ responses:
We are broad overseers of the college.
Because we have an overview of the institution 
we must set qoals and policies to help the 
college become a viable institution that 
people will recognize as one of the finest in 
the area.
In contrast, only 31% of the private college board
members cited settinq qoals and policies for overall
institutional operations as a chief responsibility. The
majority of private college trustees (54%) stated that
financial oversight is their chief responsibility, and
several trustees captured the feelings of other board
members with their commente :
My primary responsibility is financial 
management and fund-raising.
Trustees most important function is to be a 
watchdog over finances.
These findings are consistent with Mason's (19R0)
wri t i n g s :
Since trustees hold the assets of colleges and 
universities in trust, they have always fell a 
special responsibi1 ity for the financial 
health of their institutions. In the private 
sector the founding trustees either gave the 
money themselves to start the colleqe or 
university or assumed the personal 
responsibility for raising it. This created a 
direct concern among trustees for the 
financial solvency of the fledgling college 
and their successors have continued to fee]
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that, they must keep a close eye on its 
business operations. In the public sector 
trustees and regents are charged with the 
responsibility for the best use of the public 
funds appropriated for support of the 
institution (p. 38),
Other studies have also found trustees of private
institutions particularly concerned with fund-raising
and the financial management of their institution (Bean,
1975: Fisher, 1904; Radock and Jacobson, 1980; Kirmison,
1984; O'Connell, 1985; Radock, 1983).
The second most frequent response of public college
trustees was accountability and communication with
external constituencies (67?,), Considerably fewer
private college trustees (23%) ranked this as one of
their primary responsibilities. The importance of
eotnmunication and identification with the suiroundinq
community appeared to be more important to the trustees
at the public college, as several board members stated;
We must develop and maintain a qood community 
reputation. We must ensure that the public 
has respect for our academic programs and the 
college as a whole.
We are a community sounding board, and it is 
important to meet the needs of the general 
popu1 at ion.
Trustees' role as bridges from the institution to 
society is described by Taylor (1987) as a public 
relations or government relations function. Public 
college board members are well aware of this public
7B
relations dimension to their board service. The
following comments are illustrative:
Board members are really members of a public 
relations team for the college with our target 
the community at larqe.
We are a liaison between the institut ion, the 
community, and the state legislature.
Private college trustees were also cogniKant of the
bridge to society function of the board, thouqh the
number who cited this function wan substantially lower.
Private college trustee remarks included;
Trustees must enhance the public image of 
their institution, and be aware of the needs 
of the community and how the colleqe might 
respond to them.
Private college trustees cited personnel decisions 
(38%) as their second most frequent responsibility as a 
board member. Likewise, public college trustees 
reported similar percentages (3*1%) when naming personnel 
decisions as a responsibi1ity of trusteeship. Both 
institutions had undergone a presidential change in the 
months before this study, and this experience appeared 
to focus attention of trustees on their responsibilities 
for personnel decisions.
In sum, the findings show that public college 
trustees consider setting goals and policies for overall 
institutional operations as their chief concern whereas 
private college trustees state their chief concern is
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financial oversight- Board members from the public 
college also ranked accountability and commun i ca t i on 
with external constituencies substantially higher than 
private college board members- Trustees from both 
sectors expressed similar degrees of concern for 
personnel matters.
Trustee Changes in Role Perceptions
Trustees were asked if their initial idea of their
role as a board member changed a result of experience on
their institution's board. Table 4.7 displays their
responses- Sixty-four percent of the trustees responded
affirmatively. Thirty-six percent answered negatively.
Of the trustees who said their initial ideas had changed
due to actual experience on the board, over half (16%)
commented that they were not fully aware of the time
commitment , work commitment, and scope of
responsioilities required as a board member. Table 4.8
presents trustees1 reasons for experiencing a change in
their initial idea of their role on the board- Several
t rustees s a i d :
1 was not prepared for the amount of time 
being a trustee requires- I not only have to 
read a lot of reports from the college but I 
have to make mygelf aware of the activities 
connected with the college. I have to get to 
know the faculty and administrators and be 
available to them and the community as well.
My original idea was that as a trustee I would 
have an occasional connection to the college.
I found out that the time and work required is
80
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full time.
Trustees expressed a lack of understanding of
the scope of responsibilities that being a board 
member required :
I'm more aware now of the responnihi1 it 1es 
that are yours as a trustee. We make 
decisions that touch the lives of so many 
people.
At first I thouqht it was a "rubber-stamp" 
role, but now I realize being a trustee is a 
very important position. The decisions we 
made decide the destiny of the college.
Role Perception C h a n g e i n  Publi c College Trustees
Comparison of the responses of the public college
trustees and the private college trustees revealed a
distinct difference in role perceptions. Trustees at
the public college reported three to one (75% to 25%)
that their initial conception of the responsibilities of
trusteeship changed with actual experience on the board.
Time commitments, work commitments, and scope of
responsibilities were named most frequently (33%) as
areas about their role on the board not fully understood
initially.
Factors which public trustees mentioned as 
precipitating changes in role perception were: 
relationships with college constituencies (22%) such as 
faculty, students or alumni, lack of useful information 
for decision-making (22%), and other (e.g., the position 
being more political than one thought and difficulties
03
with state regulatory agencies [22%]). Illustrative of
trustee comments concerning the importance of these
factors are remarks by the following trustees:
My biqqeat awakeninq was when we (the board) 
wanted to implement policy. 1 learned this 
involves cooperation of all groups at the 
college. In business, the superior tells 
lower level management to do something and 
they do it. It's not like that here. It is 
very difficult to get agreement from all the 
groups that are involved with the college,
I really thouqht as a trustee you would get 
information from the president and 
administration, read it before the board 
meeting, ask discreet questions, go to the 
board meetings, and agree. But what I found 
out was the information you get from the 
college (as a trustee) is not always accurate 
and may be distorted to lot you know just what 
they want you to know. They do not want you 
to know everything, so you are forced to look 
elsewhere for information. As a result, the 
job is more time-consuming. You have to do 
serious reading on your own arid locate people 
who have informed ideas. You have to weigh 
everything in relation to the long-term goals 
the board has set for the college.
R p 1 e Percept i oti Change in Private Co 11 ejg e Trustees
Fifty-four percent of the trustees at the private
college also indicated they have experienced a chanqe in
their initial perceptions of trusteeship. Of those
trustees who expressed a change, 06 percent cited time
commitments, work commitments, and scope of
responsibilities as the major factors which brought
about this change. One trustee remarked:
I never knew there were so many facets of 
trusteeship. There's a lot more to being a
0 4
trustee than I expected, or was prepared for, 
with all the committee meetings.
In contrast to the public college trustees, 46
percent of the trustees at the private college said they
did not experience any change in their initial
perceptions of board membership. Comments such as the
following were common:
I experienced no real change because I knew many 
members of the board as personal friends. The 
president was a good friend also, as are many of 
the college's faculty and administrators.
Another trustee said:
I've had no surprises. It's like a corporate board 
of directors or like the community boards I've 
served on. I've been involved with many of the 
other board members at church, in business, and at 
social affairs. They told me what I needed to know 
before I actually was appointed to the board.
Personal relationships and similar community
activities comprise a common thread amonq many of the
trustees at the private coileqe. Many of these trustees
live outside the immediate coileqe vicinity, yet
maintain personal contact with other board members.
Most of the board members at the public coileqe live
within close proximity of each other as well. However,
personal interaction amonq trustees was more limited
before board appointment. This may be a reason why more
of the trustees at the public college than the private
college reported they had experienced change in their
initial perceptions of trusteeship. Without significant
R5
informal relationships with individuals who serve on
college boards, prospective board members may develop
inaccurate perceptions of trusteeship.
Learning to Perform as a Trustee
When asked how they learned to perform their duties
as a board member, 7 2 percent- of the trustees responded
that other trustees on their institution's board or on
other boards were major information sources that enabled
them to learn their duties. Table 4.9 presents these
findinqs. The following observations by several
trustees capture the essence of the remarks made by most.
of the trustee participants:
Other trustees have been most helpful to me.
They tell you things they know you need to 
know but would not ask.
As a new trustee, I valued my relationship 
with other experienced trustees. They offered 
me "real-life" experiences because they had 
been on the board for awhile— they had been 
through it.
These observations are indicative of the importance of 
the trus tee-trustee relationship which has received 
scant attention in higher education literature.
Chait and Taylor (1983) and Wood (1984b) encourage 
formal and informal contacts between faculty and 
trustees as a way to broaden trustees' expertise in 
decision-making. Others (Pocock, 1984b; Whitehead,
1985) suggest open, frank and informal discussions
Thus 
columns 
may 
total 
more 
than 
100 
p
e
r
c
e
n
t
.
^Numbers 
in 
p
a
r
e
n
t
h
e
s
e
s
 
indicate 
how 
many 
trustees 
at 
each 
college 
r
e
s
p
o
n
d
e
d
06
»
(D
tn
X3
o
3
Cl
fD
□
r+
Vi
U)
rr
fitQ.
3"
fD
3
*0
<D
n-1 □ > O Jd O 1-h *: O Ml o
fD r*- K rt rt a Fl rt f t M r< ti o f t to rt
at 3 d lQ p 3 J3 F—i 3" c i—«• <-■ • Ht 3 d (ft to
a* rlH fD C [ft to rt rt 3 r t rt 3 rt 3
fD n H r -  r t P 3 < h r t 3 rt n r t (ft
H ■ CU rt M- k*' to 4-J- rt f t n n,—L ft f t  rt [ft N 3 ZT 3 3 to ■!» r t c O
• 3 o r t to rt k— (ft r f n (ft Hi
f n «  *; M f t l£ r t 3 Ml i-h P rth+i rt i—i- >< o to rt 3 1 ►— to O (ft rt h-
rt ■ 3 Ft f+ O x rt r t rr 3 O r r rt rt
■H to wr 4—1 • D TI h P (0 3 rt to
rt t£  [ft o (ft rt r t rt rt n
3 H cu rt 3 rt rt Nk H- rt O [ft
a o n 3  O a. 0 to (ft r t 4M ■
I0 n r t O 13 l“h rt p 3 I—1 4ft 3" -u 3w to p *< [ft n 3 o tfl ►w • rt
i-j to -r- O o to O n «
(A M rt r t > 3 rt r t
XJ TI *-*■ M- O 4—■• * O
O O tr # i—i • t-^ i. O ffl * h+i 3
C ►—1 o fD P 3 3 rt n tft o 13
vf f-" at (ft 9 » O f t p rt
r t r f n «■ fT o F—1 to ■w B b—i • rt 1■^-r I-m < a F—1 ■ r t F-- • r t r t Ft Hi
r> 5- rr 3 d rr rt ■M> P rt o
Cu 3 CD c rt rt H to P r t rs H
i—1 fl) m r t n rt 4—1 • 3 (ft m < r t
rt - k-*- to to a r f O
r t o r t i— o ' M- 3 to
M' tin 3 P Vi o r t 4ft 3
L> r t M 0 C a .
to rt i*r r t
[ft r t -—-■ [ft H-
rt Q
3
o T
nj t—* to o-1 ?Ss K o P
K-« O’
1— M
uj IV H F—1 fv Lft fD 1—i-
w J1 CT- CD CT, Ln IS> 00 lG n
» » ■ ■ * ■ ■ » □4> rt
LiJ S CF\ UJ CTf LJ .—.
j—i
M
■*--K
SJ
k-- o TJ
K? rf* s J—1 Ln IV h— o H
F—1 4—1 -
1— <
I-* UI cn La J i—i □□ rt to
Ln ca El -o LO oo Ln U2 rr
«■ 4 4 * p -i # « rt rt
<13 s CP-1 ao Ln >b rj-i
1—
L«-l
•^ 3
ct. -J tv fSJ CD to □0 Z It O
P r t
tn to
fo 40 u> OJ 'O rt i—
l£- CD CD ao di to CD rv rt
■ ■ * » •i * * * □FP rt
cSa Cfi CS fSJ ?5> (ft
.r—*
NJ
LM
Table 
4
.
9
Means 
of 
Learning 
to 
Perform 
as 
a 
T
r
u
s
t
e
e
67
between board chairmen and their presidents. In this
study, trustee responses showed it is not the faculty-
trustee interactions nor the president-board chairman
relationship that influences the learninq processes of
trustees, but the interactions between new trustees and
experienced trustees. Not only did a majority of
trustees cite the informal interactions between trustees
as lending important information to assist them in
performing their role as trustee, but 64 percent said
that other trustees were the most helpful of all
information sources about trusteeship. Table 4.10 shows
these findings. Ingram’s (1980) suggestion that new
trustees be assigned to a "buddy" or an experienced
trustee on the board to serve as a trusted resource is
given much support by the findings of this study.
Trustees also explained that relevant experience in
other organizations was essential in their learning to
perform as a trustee (36%)* Such experience is
described as a valued learning tool by one trustee:
Aa a new trustee, I found 1 learning-on-the- 
jo b ’ difficult and frustrating. The college 
provided me with no formal orientation. I had 
to draw upon the experience I had garnered 
before I became a trustee-those things that I 
had learned in all kinds of volunteer work. I 
had worked a great deal within the political 
process and transferred those skills I had 
learned to being a trustee. 1 experienced a 
’feet-into-fire' style of learning as a new 
trustee.
f t H Ml O « H H
o 3* l™1 rt K ft i t
C H- s ' x s C
r t in f t f t ft C u>
S ' 3 r-C M1rr
M i o n a m - ft ft
in z □ 33 Eft a . ft rr ft
p i—* ft *■ C
+-j a c Ln i rt H #:
s cr a  *T3 in ft m < *< 0
r t ft 3 C * 3 M
ft PI iff s 0 tQ & X
rt (fl a p iQ {n
< 3 ft in i—1 01 ft 3 d
M- ■ tit s ft O rt 3 O
fD □ *< f+ — O r f rt T3
C m f t P
AD rt M 1 ft
i—i Up 0 i—' i—' .-—
r t hi f t H- TS h*'
<u m CU in 0 tr ■
a 3 i—■ ri­ h - o ft
+ rr ft H- or p
S ' 9 CL r t n
(D o ■ a
(fl 1 tu r t ft*
<6 ft f t £73
(fl y-i 4—1 ft P
r+ ft '
M ■ S ' J N—1 rt
3 01 ft ft **• i ft
CL 3 1—i ft 3 f t
h - ■u CL LO ft
n Hh ft [ft rr
tu S i c H| ft
rt h- in
ft
tJ tn
ZT ft O
O H[ P
* O n
ft rt
B a ft IV M
Ol rr v>
a .
*< ►-•■• UJ h— k—•
a UJ CJt a t
r+ 4 p ■
H UJ d i <Ti
c ft
in EL
r r 1-1
ft 5
ft' .
3
a*
rt M UJ ts
rr
ft O
01 rv
ft *o LJ ■3
s ft 4 4
ri O’. S )
rt l“h
o 0
fc—■ 1-1
k—■
ft
sG [U
ft tn
v» u i r j
nr ft
rt)
[j] rr kj M
Xi n rQ B CD
0 c t 4 »
s in a ts i s
CL rt
ft ft
a ft
6 8
< > O  hj S ' M- o
H- a n  (n Nrf- s n Hf
rt 3 if l  H-* lG 1ft H- I—1 -
ft k-*- EH o S ' rt rr f t
1 3 P  < ft rt 3
M-- |_. Qj H rt ft r+
M cn N  P P 3 0J
ft f+ tu rt f t rt f t
tfj r t a M .
t"  fl) c O & o
(X rt D  M o 3 ri­ 3
f t 4-J- 3  TJ Or *• ft
3 o (fl fl) r t Fl U>
r t 3 n H- > ft
tn h*- o a 0>
■* M> ft s w h- VI
K 3 [n •
t r a rt 1—' o
o ft H • EL s
ELI r t rt M-
ri ■H- ft ft 4 Hf|
a  ^ 3 K n ft M
t/J ClF M ■ 4 o
f t O rt tu * 3
h-- M- f t C
□r rr 3* M Irt S ' k—
M- P ft ft ■« ELI s
(/> r t Fl ----t S V]
0 f*- o a r t
3 o r t cr <—i ■
3 S o r t
0 ft o P
Hh n X ' r t
rtn (n <
*—< •. o
rt ft F-h s
ft m
M o
3
M hJ KJ S i
1—' ¥—-
00 0 s. S
# 1 4 p
a i <T\ Q
1—1 fTi rv
&
-J CTi
4 » ■ 4
ro o \
M 00 I—1
UJ h -
co KJ CK 4Hr
* i » 1
?5> SI CEi
hti o tiO
M rt o
0 S p
B ft t t
M rt
o ft
r t r t Lfl
S ' n
f t G 0
'I U) r h
f t
U *r ft K
3 ft ft 2
VF in o
rr in
k— A rt
r t H -
c 4
r t ft ft
i-" 4 i-J
o *• TJ
s Ml
V) o c
c h -
HI
n cn
ft o
3 p
rr n
rt
ft
v
Hf,
O
s
3
ft n
H ft
m ED
l“1
3
o T5 M ■
00 z  o C a
M cr
h-1
ft M- rt
o 1-. rt O
4 iJ* f t
X
H- ft
KJ n
■ HK
KJ 0
n
3
o x i
CD z  o CU
1—1 k-fl- V
k—* <
Hjk ft &j cu
M ri­
4 □ys iX1 ft
m .--v. n
h-* P
Lk> in
----- ri­
ft
ft
4—<• H Hi
ci-i Z  n O
C r t
cn ELi
sTi rr knJ
ft
■ f t
S i dP in
KJ
Ln
39
Written materials (e.g., handbooks from the 
institution, AGB materials, other higher education 
literature) were mentioned by 32 percent of trustees as 
a tool for learning to perform as a board member. Yet, 
when asked which of the sources of assistance were most- 
helpful, written materials were named by only 16 percent 
of trustees. Comments such as "too much reading 
material sent from the institution'1 and "not specific 
enough to give me any real help in makinq a decision" 
were frequent. Ingram (1980) warns colleges to avoid 
overloading new trustees with literature. Tlis remarks 
seem to reflect the preferences of trustees in this 
study.
Public and P rivate Col 1ege Trustee D ifferences in 
Learning
Both public and private college trustees most 
frequently responded that other trustees were their 
major resource for learning to perform as a board 
member. However, a qreater percentage of trustees from 
the private college (854) cited other trustees as their 
major learning resource than did the public college 
trustees (50%). These findings reflect the more 
frequent establishment of personal relationships and 
participation in similar community activities (as 
mentioned previously in this study) that characterise
90
the private college board members.
There were several other areas of difference in the
response patterns of public and private college
trustees. Forty-six percent of private college trustees
felt that relevant experience in other organizations had
prepared them for trusteeship while only 17 percent of
the public college trustees concurred. Trustee
workshops [e.g., from AGR or state regulatory agencies)
were valued by 17 percent of public coileqe trustees
whereas no private college trustee named this source as
assisting in their learning to perforin as a board
member. Additionally, more public college (33%)
trustees than private coileqe [8%) trustees stated that
others such as local political leaders, friends, and/or
spouse were useful in learning their role on the board,
A comment by a public college trustee illustrates this
"other" category:
My first six months on the board were hard and 
confusing. As a defensive measure, T initiated 
meetings with other people to find out what l 
needed to know aa a trustee and to be able to 
function effectively. I asked open-ended quest ions 
of all those connected with the college, and met 
with individual state legislators to gather 
information to help me.
Cone 1 us ion 3^ Regarding Tru stees' Role Percept Ion s arid
Role OrJLentation
In summary, the data on initial interest in board
appointment, perceptions of trusteeship, and methods of
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learning to perform ag a board member reveal that 
trustees seek information informally to help them better 
define their purpose as a trustee. This information 
discloses how individual board members perceive their 
role, interact with other trustees, and draw upon 
previous experiences to assist them in functioning on 
the board.
Other trustees as a major learning resource were 
cited by a larger number of private college trustees 
than public college trustees. Board members from the 
private college also considered their relevant 
experiences in other organizations more important to 
their learning to perform as a trustee than did board 
members from the public sector. External sources such 
as local political leaders, friends, and/or spouse were 
mentioned by trustees from the public college as having 
an influential role in assisting then to learn to 
perform as a member of their institution's board.
Next, it is important to distinguish and describe 
the ways trustees qather and use informal information to 
articulate more completely their decision-making 
practices,
Identi ficatio n_ of Informat ion Sources Used by Trustees
Colleges and universities are corporations or 
associations formed for the purpose of 
providing education and related services.
They are governed by boards of trustees or of
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regents who are primarily lay persons rather 
than professional educators or government 
bureaucrats. These boards hold in trust, the 
physical and financial assets of the 
institutions over which they have legal 
control, and they have the power to direct and 
supervise operations and programs in the best 
interests of the intended beneficiaries 
(Ingram, 19B0, p. 271.
In order to carry out their responsibilities for 
the maximum benefit to the institution, trustees must 
have access to information sources that will provide the 
types of information necessary for effective decision- 
making .
Informal In forma ti on S ouroes
Trustees were asked to name both informal and
formal information sources they employ routinely in
performing their responsibilities as board members.
Table 4.11 displays the types of informal information
sources identified by the trustees in this study.
The most frequently cited informal information
source was unscheduled meetings with other board members
(88%). Several trustees explained why they use this
particular source:
1 consider the infernal interaction with other 
trustees on the board very important. It’s my 
chief information source.
This is a ’small town community' meaning all of the 
board members see each other at various community 
and social functions. The topic of the college 
always comes up. These (unscheduled meetings) are 
a fertile source for ideas to originate, and I can 
also say w h a t ’s on my mind to the other trustees.
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Interviews with trustees revealed that board members
establish relationships with each other not only to
learn to perform as a trustee but also to qather
information that will influence decision-making. Two
trustees with business backgrounds illustrate the
importance of trustee-trnstee relationships:
We have strong connections amonq the board 
members who are businessmen. Usually we 
socialize together and most times we talk 
about the college. These other trustees are a 
major source of information for me because 
they know what's happened and they have good 
business backgrounds.
The second trustee remarked:
I want to stress the informal network on this 
board because it is a valuable key to my 
effectiveness as a board member, 1 think that 
informal information is more important than 
formal information. Decisions are made before 
the formal board meetinq. The board meeting 
is the 'icing on the cake,' Deals are made 
before. Most organizations are run this way 
very effectively, A good CEO or president of 
a college will know what the decisions are 
before the board meeting. Then the meeting 
only confirms what is known informally.
Comments by another trustee who lives some distance away
from the majority of other board members underscores the
prominence of this informal network of information
gathering :
Since 1 live farther away from most other 
trustees, I am not involved in the informal 
information network of the other trustees who 
live closer together. 1 have regretted this 
because I have felt limited in my 
effectiveness aa a trustee. My sources of
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information are restricted to what the 
institution sends me. I do talk informally 
with other trustees between the formal board 
meetings, and this has proven very helpful to 
m e .
The second most frequent informal information 
source routinely used by trustees is unscheduled 
meetings with other members of the college community 
(e.g., the president, faculty, students). Seventy-six 
percent of board members reported informal interaction 
with faculty, students, or the president as a major 
source of information. One trustee said that students 
and faculty approach him regularly and he "finds out a 
lot just by listeninq." Another commented that "ideas 
are generated by conversations" he has with faculty and 
students on an informal basis, Still another board 
member revealed he "constantly picks faculty members to 
talk to. They confide in me, and T in them." In 
addition, several trustees mentioned personal and social 
relationships with the president of the college as 
leading to many unscheduled meetinqs in which the 
college is discussed.
Considerable use of other types of informal 
information sources by trustees occur as well. Severity- 
two percent of board members said that chance 
meetings/encounters between friends, colleagues, and 
acquaintances (such as meeting friends other than those
9G
who serve on the board at the country club or engaqinq 
in conversation with an individual the trustee meets at 
a civic affair) provide information they use in 
decision-making. An example is the remarks by one 
trus tee:
I engage in quite a bit of public speaking in 
the community. Conversations that 1 have with 
individuals that I run into at these engage­
ments provide a rich source of information 
about the college.
Trustees named telephone conversations (68%) as another
medium for qatherinq information. Illustrative of
comments by trustees is the following:
I regularly use the telephone as a mode for 
sharing information about specific problems 
with the college.
Sixty-eight percent of board members report social
engagements and social luncheons/dinners as informal
information sources. A trustee shared:
There is much passing of information during 
social engagements or dinners* The colleqe is 
a topic of discussion at social gatherings 
because many people are aware 1 am on the 
board, and they feel more comfortable in 
talking to mo at social activities.
Public and Private Colleqe Trustee Differences
Public colleqe trustees differ in i-heir informal
information gathering sources from private colleqe
trustees. The most frequently mentioned informal source
of information for public college trustees is
unscheduled meetings with other members of the colleqe
9 7
community (92%). Private college board members said 
however, that unscheduled meetings with other members of 
the board was the most frequent source of informal 
information (92%) they used. It would appear from the 
findings that trustees on private boards tend to have 
stronger ties with each other than those appointed to 
public boards.
Eighty-three percent of public college trustees did 
report they used unscheduled meetings with other members 
of the board so the trustee-trustee relationship is 
important though not as strong as private college 
trustee relationships for informal information sharing. 
Social luncheons/dinners were also used by 83% of public 
college trustees in information sharing. Seventy-seven 
percent of private college trustees cited chance 
meetings/encounters between friends, colleagues, and 
acquaintances as informal information sources they use 
in gathering information they need for decision-making.
Both public and private college trustees reported 
similar use of the telephone as a routine informal 
source of information (67% and 69% respectively).
Substantial differences likewise occurred between 
public and private college board members in their use of 
social luncheons/d inners (93% and 54% respectively) as 
well as social engagements (75% and 62% respectively) to
90
gather information informally. Thus private colleqe 
trustees appear to have stronger pergonal and social 
ties with other board members. Their trustee-trustee 
interaction does not seem to be limited to meetings at 
official or college sponsored social events or social 
luncheons or dinners. However, public coliege trustees 
appear to have stronger ties to persons other than those 
who serve on the board. Social luncheons/dinners and 
social engagements outside the official or colleqe 
sponsored events may provide a more important arena for 
public college board members than private college board 
members in the sharinq of informal information.
In sum, the findings reveal a subtle pattern of 
differences in which public college trustees gather 
information informally from sources outside board 
membership in somewhat greater deqree than do private 
college trustees. On the other hand, private college 
trustees exhibit a pattern of closer ties with each 
other on the board in the establishment of their 
informal information networks.
Forma 1 Information Sources
Trustees were also requested to name the formal 
sources of information they employ routinely in 
performing their responsibilities on the board. Table 
4.12 shows the types of formal information sources
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identified by the trustees. Ninety-six percent of 
trustees indicated they use scheduled meetings initiated 
by the institution (e.g., formal board meetings, 
committee meetings) to gather information needed in 
fulfilling their decision-making tasks. Trustees' 
comments illustrate why they named this source most 
o f t e n :
The formal board meeting is where most of the 
information from the college is presented to 
us. This is the time when issues on which we 
need to take action are brought to our 
attention.
The hoard meeting is where we are able to
raise questions as a group of the president.
We can direct and state our ideas on the
issues facing the colleqe.
Official memos comprised the next most frequently named
formal information source (8B%)„ One trustee said the
agenda book sent to him from the college provided most.
of his formal information dealing with board affairs.
Many trustees expressed frustration with the amount
of written information sent to them by their
institution. Several trustees staged that there was too
much detaiLed information from the college that they
were expected to read. These comments concur with
Schmidt1ein1s (1977) analysis of formal institutional
information systems. He reported:
Information systems are usually based on 
assumptions about the deqree of involvement an 
official can or should have in the specific
1 0 1
policies and operations of lower levels. Many 
times highly detailed and specific information 
is collected based on a presumption that 
higher echelon officials will have the time 
and comprehension to use it (p, 32).
Previous studies related to these findings have
shown that under conditions of high uncertainty
individuals are more likely to prefer verbal as opposed
to written media for the transmittal of information
(O'Reilly, 1962? Randolph and Finch, 1977? Randolph,
1978; Tushman and Nadler, 1978). Trustees, as lay
persons, confronted with technical and complicated
information from the institution, may feel they are in
conditions of high uncertainty. The following remarks
by a trustee characterize sentiments of many trustees
who were interviewed :
I prefer conversation to written reports. 1 
d o n ’t read printed materials from the college 
to any great extent because I may not be 
familiar with specific details and language.
Also I c a n ’t play 'devil's advocate' and get 
all sides of an issue with written reports.
Likewise, 60% of trustees stated they used non-computer
reports from the institution while only 36% indicated
they used computer reports. Jones and McLeod (1986)
similarly reported the executives they studied also used
non-computer reports to a greater extent than computer
reports to gather the information they need to meet
their responsibilities as decision-makers.
Findings from this study illuminate how trustees
1 02
use formal sources of information provided by the 
institution. The sources least used are those written 
sources such ag computer reports from the institution 
(36%), business letterg (20%), and periodicals (40%). 
Business meals planned by the institution also are among 
the lesser used sources of information employed by 
trustees (40%). In contrast, trustees routinely gather 
information from formal sources such as the formal board 
meeting or committee meeting or non-computer reports 
which have a verbal component. The only "'written" 
source mentioned frequently is the official memo, which 
tends to be a summary of issues to be brought before the 
board members-
Tru steea 1 Forma I _l n forma t ion Sourc es: Publi c_ and
Private Colleges
Essentially trustees from both the public colleqe 
and the private college show similar patterns of use of 
formal information sources. Larqe percentages of both 
public and private college trustees employed scheduled 
meetings initiated by the institution (92% and 100%, 
respectively) and official memos (100% and 77% 
respectively) most often to gather information. 
Differences do occur, however, in the trustees' use of 
periodicals. Private college board members (15%) use 
this formal information source to a lesser degree than
103
do public college board members [67%). Yet private 
college trustees employ another written source--computer 
reporte —  inore often than do public college board members 
(46% and 25% respectively). Business meals planned by 
the institution played a larger role in information 
gathering for the public college trustees (50%) than for 
the members of the private institution's board (31%). 
Since public college trustees do not exhibit trustee-' 
trustee relationships to the same extent as private 
college trustees, they may use a greater variety of 
formal information sources from the institution to 
gather information. Differences in usage of computer 
reports among public college trustees and private 
college trustees may reflect the larger percentage of 
private college board members serving on corporate 
boards where computer reports are a major source of 
information from the business organization. Thus 
private college trustees may be more familiar with the 
format and language of computer reports than the public 
college trustees, resulting in greater use of this 
formal information source.
Cond o s  ions on Information Sources Used b y Trustees
This analysis of the types of informal and formal 
information sources trustees use in makinq decisions 
evolved from three major research questions:
1 04
1) What types of informal information sources do 
trustees use most often?
2) What types of formal information sources do 
trustees use most often?
3) Do the informal information sources of trustees in 
private colleges differ from those of trustees in 
public colleges?
The exploratory nature of this study precludes any 
conclusive answers to these questions. However, the 
data do provide greater insight into the information 
gathering channels of trustees on a college board.
Relating to the first question, the data disclose a 
pattern of information gathering by trustees in which 
informal sources of information provide an important 
component of the information gathering network college 
board members establish to better equip themselves to 
make effective decisions. Trustees relied on their 
relationship with other trustees for information in 
greater degrees than any other informal information 
source. Informal interaction with other members of the 
college community such as faculty, students, and the 
president was also highly used as a source for informal 
information by trustees in this study.
Data relating to the second research question offer 
additional insight into the pattern of information
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sources truBteos employ in making decisions to fulfill 
their responsibilities on the board. The formal 
information sources used most often by the study 
participants include scheduled meetings initiated by the 
institution (e.g., formal board meetinqs, committee 
meetings}, official memos (e.g., agenda books, schedule 
of board meeting), and non-computer reports.
Pertaining to the third research question, public 
and private college trustees varied in their reported 
use of informal information sources, though the 
differences were small. Board members from the public 
institution said their unscheduled meetings with other 
members of the college community was a more frequent 
source of information than other informal information 
sources. Their second most frequent means for obtaining 
information informally came from unscheduled meetings 
with other members of the board. In contrast, private 
college trustees reported unscheduled meetings with 
other members of the board was their most frequent 
source of informal information. Chance meetings/ 
encounters between friends, colleagues, and acquaint­
ances was their second most frequent means for gathering 
information informally. However, most of the data 
revealed similarities in the information sources of 
members of both institutions. Public college trustees
106
and private college trustees rely consistently on the 
informal relationships they establish for qathering 
information to be used in decision-making for their 
i nst itution .
In summary, informal as well as formal information 
sources play an important role in the information 
qatherinq strategies of college trustees. Formal 
information sources have received much of the focus in 
previous higher education literature, yet little 
attention has been paid to the specific information 
sources routinely employed by trustees, Data on the 
types of information sources used by trustees 
demonstrate how important relationships between board 
members are. Data also indicate in what forms trustees 
prefer to receive information about their institutions. 
Trustee Preferences for Certain Typos of Information 
Sources
Baldridge, Curtis, and Riley (1978) wrote that 
sophisticated information systems enable administrators 
to produce "mountains of data (p. 214)" which overwhelm 
trustees and are often next to useless for informing 
specific decisions (Gould, 1973; Pray, 1975? Wessell, 
1974). Others criticize the information institutions 
produce for their board members by saying background 
material provided to trustees in support of board
1 07
agendas is often unsuitable in depth, breadth, or format 
to the needs of trustees because it usually stems from 
reporting systems developed to support administrative 
rather than governance decisions (Chait. and Taylor,
1983; Pocock, 1980).
In order to better understand the informatJon needs 
of college board members, trustees in this study were 
asked to name the informal and formal information 
sources they prefer in gathering the information they 
need to perform their duties on the board. Previous 
findings of this research pointed to specific types of 
information sources routinely used by trustees without 
revealing preferences or stating why a trustee would 
select a particular source over another for needed 
information. In addition, trustees were also asked to 
state if they choose preferred information sources over 
others because of the sources' accuracy and reliability, 
com P 1 ettsnesa, availability, and pertinence.
Trustee Preference for Informal Information Sources
Trustees' preferences for certain informal 
information sources are depicted in Table 4.13.
The responses of trustees serve to reinforce 
previous findings on the importance of trustee-trustee 
relationships as conduits of informal information. 
Unscheduled meetings with other members of the board was
10B
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the most preferred (68%) informal information source of
the board members queried in this study* A trustee
speaks of this interaction:
Most of our (the board) information is 
exchanged during unscheduled meetings with 
other board members. 1 prefer these meetings
because I have confidence in the other 
members. I trust what they have to tell me.
My time to read the written reports from the 
college is limited so I depend even more on 
other trustees for information I need*
Chance meetings/encounters between friends,
colleagues, and acquaintances was named by 46% of
trustees as a preferred informal information
source* One public trustee explains:
The informal gossip I pick up at meetings with 
state legislators is an extremely important 
source of information for me. Even though 
trustees spend time deciding what resources to 
request from the legislature, the decisions of 
what the college will receive are really made 
by the legislators themselves. It helps if 
the board can be tuned into their opinions.
Another favored informal information source of board
members is unscheduled meetings with other members of
the colleqe community such aa faculty, students, and the
president (44%),
These findings are not completely consistent with
current literature in higher education which describes
the college president and senior administrators as
trustees' principal and most trusted sources of
information (Corson, 1975; Greenleaf, 1974; Taylor,
1 1 0
1984b). Trustees in this study stated that other 
information sources were preferred in addition to, and 
in some cases, more so, than the president and senior 
staff, Kauffman (I960) stated that "unless a board is 
confident the president is informing them of significant 
issues confronting the institution, enlightened hoard 
members will seek such information elsewhere (p. 61).” 
These remarks certainly seem to describe the findings of 
this research in which the trustees interviewed 
exhibited a much broader range of information sources 
than the institution's president and senior staff.
In addition, social luncheons or dinners were cited 
by 40% of trustees as a preferred information source, 
yet only 2B1 named social engagements such as cultural 
events or community affairs as a favored source. Levels 
of interaction, opportunities for information sharing, 
and the availability of certain individuals with whom to 
share information may serve to explain the differences 
in preference between social luncheons or dinners and 
less structured social engagements as preferred sources 
for needed information.
Di f ferenc e s in In format ion Source Pr e ftiences
Eighty-five percent of private college trustees 
indicated a preference of unscheduled meetings with 
other members of the board as their major informal
Ill
information source. These findings reflect the close 
interaction of board members from the private 
institution as a major channel of information sharing,
Public college trustees specified in equal degree 
several informal information source preferences. 
Unscheduled meetings with other members of the board was 
named by 50% of board members at the public college, as 
was chance meetings/encounters between friends, 
colleagues, and acquaintances (50%), and social 
luncheons/dinners (50%).
The large difference in private college trustees' 
and public college trustees' preference (05% and 50% 
respectively) of unscheduled meetings with other members 
of the board further delineates the difference in 
truEtee-trustee relationships. The private colleqe 
trustees reported strong ties with other members of 
their board to a qreat.er degree than did the public 
college trustees. A reason for the different response 
patterns of private college trustees and public colleqe 
trustees may be the method of board appointment. Most 
private college board members are selected by the board 
itself (self-perpetuation) or by constituent groups such 
as alumni or sponsoring churches. Most public college 
board members are popularly elected or appointed by 
governors or legislative bodies. The private college
112
trustee-trustee relationships tend to be established 
before actual board appointment and continue to 
strengthen as these relationships comprise a substantial 
component of trustees’ information network used for 
decisiori-makinq . On the other hand, public colleqe 
trustees reported strong tics with individuals outside 
of board membership as well as with board members 
themselves. These external individuals become 
incorporated as well into the information network of 
public college trustees, thereby broadeninq the base of 
informal information sources public colleqe trustees 
prefer to use.
Although there were differences in their most 
preferred informal information sources, both public 
college trustees and private colleqe trustees cited 
similar patterns of least preferred sources. Social 
engagements such a cultural events or community affairs 
were preferred by 33% of public college board members 
and 23% of private college board members. Telephone 
conversations were mentioned hy 33% of public college 
trustees and 39% of private college trustees. Thu leapt 
preferred informal information source for private 
college trustees was the social luncheon or dinner- The 
low ranking of these informal information sources 
reinforces the study's findings that trustees establish
113
informational networks by selecting specific individuals 
for specific kinds of information. The information 
sources that are ranked low may be perceived as 
relatively unstructured settings in which trustees are 
not able to control whom he or she will converse with or 
select the particular location or topic of the 
interaction. Therefore, trustees do prefer to gather 
information from sources they feel provide the right 
kind3 of information to meet their needs at the time 
they need it.
Trustee Preferences for Formal Information Sources 
Board meetings are oftpn characterized as dull 
affairs where trustees passively consider issues brought 
before them (Taylor, 1987), Yet 68% of the trustees in 
this study said they preferred board and committee 
meetings (scheduled meetings initiated by the 
institution) over other formal information sources as an 
avenue of collecting necessary information for their 
decision-making responsibilities. Table 4,14 presents 
these source preferences. Interviews with trustees 
brouqht forth comments about formal board mectinqs such 
a s :
I prefer the formal board meetinq because it's 
the only time the president and other 
administrators are together where I am able to 
question them about the reports they send to 
me. They send me specific, detailed 
information but I prefer face-to-face
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di scussions.
Together with scheduled meetings initiated by
the institution, over half of the trustees f 56¥, }
interviewed cited non-computer reports from the college
and official memos as preferred sources of formal
information. As one trustee explained:
I like short memos that are easy to read and 
to the point so 1 can grasp necessary facts 
quickly. Verbal feedback is very important.
I need to bounce ideas back and forth with 
someone I am face-to-face with. One 
administrator thinks he has to give me reports 
that have to be at least fifteen pages long to 
be effective, but I dislike those reports. On 
the other hand, the college has another 
administrator who sends short, to the point 
memos. I read those and learn a lot from 
them* I still prefer being able to question 
whoever wrote the report face-to-face.
Trustees' comments about preferences for
information sources that have verbal characteristics
reveals a pattern Jones and McLeod (1906) described in
their study with corporate executives. They found
verbal media [scheduled meetings, unscheduled meetings,
encounters arid social activities) were valued most often
for decision-making (p. 235). Daft and Lengel (1984)
proposed that the "richness" of verbal information makes
it desirable. Jones and McLeod (1906) concur:
Richness is the potential information carryimq 
capacity of data and is based on the use of 
feedback to correct errors, to tailor messages 
to personal circumstances, to convey multiple 
information cues simultaneously, and to 
provide language variety. Hence the face-to-
116
face verbal medium ie the richest form of 
information processing because it provides 
immediate feedback and allows the simultaneous 
observation of multiple cues— e.q., body 
language, facial expression, and tone of 
voice. Formal quantitative reports from a 
computer are less information rich and hence 
less desirable. The concept of information 
richness helps to explain why senior 
executives prefer verbal media (p, 235).
As in Jones and McLeod's (19G6) study, computer
reports ranked considerably lower (36%) as preferred
information sources for trustees than non-computer
reports and official memos. Business letters (12%) and
periodicals (12%) were also preferred less often than
other formal information sources.
Reason for Information Source Preference
When asked what quality was characteristic of their
preferred information source, trustees said they choose
both informal and formal information sources which they
feel are accurate and reliable (52%) and therefore
trustworthy. Forty percent of trustees stated that they
choose sources for specificity and pertinence, while R%
selected information from informal and formal sources
they feel provide them with information that is complete
or thorough (see Table 4.15).
Prefe r e nee Di f f e r e n c e e t w e e n  Trustees
Major differences distinguished the public colleqe
board members from the private college board members.
Trends established in previous findings of this study
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are supported.
private colleqe trustees give first priority to 
unscheduled meetings with other members of the board 
(85%) while only 50% of public college trustees 
preferred this source* In fact, two other informal 
information sources were mentioned in similar 
frequencies by the public colleqe trustees: chance
meetinge/encounters between friends, colleagues and 
acquaintances and social luncheons or dinners. These 
findinqs show the private college trustees prefer 
informal interaction with each other to a greater extent 
than do the public college trustees. This trend is 
strongly related to the distinct differences in board 
appointment and the establishment of personal and social 
relationships that enhance trustees' information 
gathering. Public college trustees are more oriented to 
the external community while private colleqe trustees 
are more oriented to other board members.
There are similar patterns in public and private 
college trustees' preferences for formal information 
sources. Private college trustees prefer scheduled 
meetings initiated by the institution (e.g., board and 
committee meetings) more than do public college trustees 
by a two to one margin (85% to 42%). The board members 
from the public college, in contrast, stated that their
1 19
most frequently preferred source of formal information 
is official memos (67%). These findinqs contradict the 
literature which states that the principal and most 
trusted sources of information for most boards are the 
president and the president’s senior staff (Corson,
1975? Greenleaf, 1974? Taylor, 1984b).
In addition, public colleqe trustees prefer other 
written information sources to a greater extent than do 
private college trustees: business letters and
periodicals are preferred 17% (public) to 8% (private). 
Again, these differences indicate a stronger trustee- 
trustee informational network existing among private 
college trustees. Other board members as well as formal 
board meetings and committee meetings comprise a major 
portion of information channels for board members at the 
private college. Their responses also show less 
dependence on their institution's formal written 
information sources for the sharinq of information. 
Private colleqe trustees may also feel certain 
periodicals and other higher education publications 
focus more so on public institutions and related issues 
than on issues directly relating to their needs as 
members of the board of a private college. Public 
college trustees have indicated, in this study, their 
preferences for and use of a wider range of both
120
informal and formal information sources than have the 
private college trustees. The former group prefer even 
the least desired information sources to a qreater 
extent than do the private colleqe trustees.
Summary
Trustees from both institutions prefer to gather 
informal information most often from unscheduled 
meetings with other board members and chance 
meetings/encounters between friends, colleagues, and 
acquaintances. Other informal information sources 
contribute considerable information, also, as trustees 
choose particular channels of information on the basis 
of accuracy, reliability, and specificity.
Formal information sources most frequently 
preferred by trustees include scheduled meetings 
initiated by the institution (e.g., formal board 
meetings and committee meetings), non-computer reports, 
and official memos.
Trustee Solection o_f_ Individuals or groups for
In format ion
Interpersonal interaction, a ^ c u r r e n t  theme ip 
findings of this study, continues to play a kev role 
when trustees seek information from either individuals 
(e.g., a faculty member, a student, an administrator) or 
groups (e.g., the college administration as a whole, a
121
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These findings are consistent with the research of 
Schmidtlein (1977). When writing of ways decision­
makers collect information for hiqher education 
governance, he observes that "often the advice of a 
friend or associate whose judgment is valued counts for 
more than an analysis of data fp, 37)."
0ua1 ities o f Information Sources
To better understand why trustees seek information 
from the sources they do, board members of the public 
college and the private college wore asked why they 
relied more heavily on either individual or group 
information sources. Table 4,17 shows trustees’ 
responses.
Trustees in this study said they seek information
to be used in decision-making more often from
individuals for two major reasons: the information
received is pertinent and specifically relates to
institutional issues (52%) and the information is
considered trustworthy (30%), A trustee who uses
individuals as information sources said:
I talk to individuals, mostly other trustees, 
who are fully informed about issues at the 
college because T feel I can trust, them. We 
share common interests, and I know enough 
about them to respect their inputs into the 
dec ision-makiny process.
Mine percent of board members felt that receivinq
information from individuals enables better
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communication, as the comments of a trustee illustrate:
When I receive information, 1 like to be able 
to have an interchange of ideas where I can 
question and freely discuss my opinions. I 
don't feel I have those opportunities when 1 
am in a group situation, or receiving 
information from an organization. You kind of 
lose the personal touch when dealing with 
groups.
Nine percent of trustees also selected accessibility and 
availability of information from individuals as an 
important quality in seeking needed information for 
decision-making in institutional governance. However, 
accessibility and availability do not appear to be a 
major determinant of information source use as was 
suggested in the study of O'Reilly (1982). Although 
O'Reilly's study focused on the information and 
decision-making linkaqe. the study participants were 
task-oriented decision-makers operating in a hiqhly 
structured decision environment. The study’s findings 
thus are not directly transferable to senior executives 
operating in more unstructured decision environments 
(Jones and McLeod, 1986, p. 223). Trustees, likewise, 
operate in a decision environment that is less 
structured as board members typically are not 
participants in the internal framework of the 
organi zatiori ■
Pub lie and Private Co 1 1 eg e Trustee Pi f f e r eric e s
Public and private college trustees expressed
125
similar reasons for seeking information from individuals 
to assist them in decision-making tasks. Board members 
from both institutions £50% public; 541 private) report 
they rely chiefly on individuals because the information 
received is perceived as pertinent and specific to the 
institutional issue under consideration.
Where differences do occur, however, is in 
trustees’ next frequent responses as to why they seek 
out individuals as information sources. Public college 
trustees by nearly a 2 to 1 margin (40% public; 23% 
private) said trustworthiness is an important 
consideration. A few private college trustees (15%) but 
no public college trustee cited better communication as 
a rationale for gathering information from individuals 
rather than groups. Board members from both institu­
tions cited accessibility and availability least often 
(10% public; 8% private).
Similarities and differences between the responses 
of the members of the two boards continue to illustrate 
the important interplay between formal and informal 
components of information. There emerges an understated 
relationship between decision-makers in institutional 
governance and the types of information they desire for 
analysis and problem solving. The elements of 
specificity, trustworthiness, interpersonal interchanqt’,
126
accessibility and availability shape in a subtle Fashion 
the behavior of trustees when gathering information from 
either individual or group sources.
Trustee Use of Inferrnal Informat ion Sources From o u t s itie
th e Inst i t_u t i^ jn
Thu link hetwuuii the board and the environment 
outside the institution is described by numerous writers 
in higher education. Taylor £1987, p. 34), in 
discussing the areas of trustee responsibility, says "It 
is sometimes argued that the h o a r d ’s central function is 
to link the institution with its environment, 
simultaneously representing the interests of society to 
the institution and vice versa (Aldrich 1979; Pfeifer 
and Salancik 1978)." Therefore it is conceivable that 
the relationship between trustees and others outside the 
institution should influence information gathering of 
trustees. This study investigated one aspect of this 
influence, the degree of informal information gathered 
by trustees from outside the institution. Trustees were 
asked to estimate what percentage of their information 
they qather from informal sources outside the college 
environment. Board members from both institutions were 
asked the question "Of all the formal and informal 
information sources relevant to your responsibilities as 
a trustee, what percentage do you get from informal
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sources outside your institution?" Sources such as 
friends, trustees from other institutions, social and 
civic encounters were presented as outside informal 
information sources. Table 4 . IB displays trustees' 
responses,
All of the trustees in this study reported use of
information from informal sources outside their
respective institutions. Over one-third (36%) said
approximately 10% of the total information (formal and
informal) they consider relevant to their
responsibilities as a trustee comes from informal
outside sources. One trustee described how he evaluated
informal information from outside his institution:
I consider informal information from outside 
the college very helpful. I t ’s more 
perceptions than facts, but I am able to see 
the college from the community's perspective.
One-fifth (20%) of the trustees disclosed deriving 25%
of their total information (formal, and informal) from
informal sources outside the institution. Two board
members reported as much as 30% of their total
information (formal and informal) comes from informal
sources outside the college they serve. According to
another trustee:
The value of informal information from outside 
the college is this type of information 
allows trustees to get feedback from the 
community concerning how well the college is 
doing its job.
1 2 0
2 tO K > h—1 1—'
» O h- ffi i—d cTfc
> •-a > 1 1 1 1
z > LO Kj Kj I— i—1
H IS t-n S3 LP S3
■a
i
■-3
O
a>
h—'
3
a
k<
Qi
0>
cs
es
ft
n
O
ft
3
Q j
C
IU
rt
O
t-i
O
P
3
Q j
M •
5
'-Q
ft
1-1
rt
o
n
fo to p— 1 r-— UJ nj z  0
t—
j—
h-1 s > 1—1 to ro h- ft
cn St iT-. ao L n CO l p CP 03
t t • ■ « * d* (V
4* S) —J u > S3 ■LjJ ■S
UJ C3 Si sj tTl LO »  o
i—■
M ■*£> UJ M f t
W ■hO- s B S3 ■T. UJ tQ
•k i * « ■ # ■ ■ of ft
LT1 tTi A to es S3 1^0 ro
K—'
to H
m M un 4-0 1—1 kP L n Z  rt
G
i—1 (fl
4—' <s to r—1 u j to f t
£fc> c o S3 ro (Ti •V
* * ■ * » * * oP ft
v £ t5> es S3 ts Gt s> es w
ft r+i
:r H
rt) Q
3
h*-
3 k-> •
in P
rt h+i
i—i • 0
ft rt
G 3
ft CL?
K-* ■ 4—»
Q
3
0
£
irt
n
ft
in
o
c
ft
(/>
a
tV
Tf
ft
n
a
n
3
ft
ft
U3
0
O
Hi
P
H*i
0rt
3
a
ft
o
3
t)
£
cr
n
n
H--
<
Oi
rt
ft
o
f t
ft
0
M
301
w
o
c
rt
o
ft
(A
o
c
f t
in
M-
Q.
ft
f t
P"
ft
Pin
rr
M •
f t  
G 
ft 
m  <
O
P
P
e
r
c
e
n
t
a
g
e
 
of 
I
n
f
o
r
m
a
t
i
o
n
 
D
e
r
i
v
e
d
 
f
r
o
m
129
In contrast, another fifth (20%) of the trustees
report as little as 5% of their total information
(formal and informal) was received from informal sources
outside the institution. These findings suggest there
are many opportunities for trustees to qnther
information informally outside their institutions.
Whether or not board members avail themselves of
informal information from outside the institution
depends more on the trustee's own perception of the
usefulness of the information, as described by the
following comments:
The informal information I get from outside my 
college is limited because many times other 
people not directly connected with the college 
are not aware of its particular problems.
Most of my informal information from outside 
the college comes from state legislators 1 
k n o w .
Another trustee explained;
The informal information I qet from outside is 
usually very general information. I'm 
cautious to an extent because you must be 
careful of information that is representative 
of "pet gripes."
Overall, trustees in this study reported 15% of the
total information (formal and informal) they gather to
be used in decision-making comes from informal
information sources outside the institution.
Trustee Differences in Out side In forma 1 Information
Public college trustees and private college
130
trustees reported gathering similar portions of their 
total information (formal and informal) from informal 
information sources outside their institution (public- 
16%; private-14%).
However, differences appear when board members are 
compared by institution. Public college trustees are 
fairly evenly divided among percentage levels of outside 
informal information. In contrast, the majority (69%) 
of private col lege trustees state from 5% to 10% of 
their total information (formal and informal) used for 
decision-making comes from informal information sources 
outside the institution. These findings, by institu­
tion, clearly support the trend established in this 
study whereby trustees at the private college are more 
dependent upon trustee-trustee relationships or other 
internal relationships within the institution than are 
public college trustees.
The interaction between trustees and external 
environments does play a role in their information 
gathering strategies. However, sources from outside the 
institution provide informal information to a greater 
extent for public college trustees than private college 
trustees.
Trustee Use of Informa 1 Information From Inside Sources
Trustees in this study were asked to describe both
131
the informal and formal information sources they use and
prefer for their decision-making activities. Of all
their formal and informal information sources used to
gather information, trustees were asked to estimate the
percentage of information relevant to their duties as a
board member they receive from informal sources inside
their institution. Table 4.19 presents these findings.
Almost half (48% > of the board members interviewed said
they receive from 20% to 29% of the total (formal and
informal) information they use for decision-makinq
pvirposes from informal information sources inside their
institution. A trustee disclosed;
I deal quite a bit in informal information 
from inside my colleqe. I have established 
certain internal sources such as special 
faculty and some administrators as trusted 
information sources.
Another board member explained:
I use more informal information sources than 
formal information sources. Dependinq on the 
type of decision I may go to other trustees, 
some faculty, or students.
Twelve percent of the trustees reported qatherinq 30% to
39% of their total (formal and informal) information
informally from inside sources, while another 12% of the
board members reported deriving from 50% to 59% of their
total (formal and informal) information from informal
inside sources. Several others report even higher
levels of information gathered informally from inside
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the institution, with one trustee stating he receives
between 80% and 89% of his total (formal and informal)
decision-makinq information from informal sources within
the college. In explaining why he relies so heavily on
the informal information from inside sources, one
trustee sa id:
I depend on informal information sources from 
inside the college because my Lack of 
experience and training as a trustee forces my 
reliance on other trustees, faculty, and 
students. Many times 1 get a clearer picture 
of what's going on at the college than what 
comes from the president or administrators.
These comments by trustees support Schmidt1e i n 's
(1977) suggestions that there is a considerable amount
of information available to decision-makers in higher
education governance that is not contained within the
formal information system of the institution.
"Decision-makers," he says, "prefer information that is
concrete rather than an abstraction of a statistical
portrait (p. 37)." According to Schmidtlein (1977)
decision-makers tend to have greater trust in informal
sources of information for some kinds of decisions.
Others have written that "the principle and most
trusted sources of information for most boards are the
president and the president's senior staff (Corson,
1975r Greenleaf, 1974; Taylor, 1984b). Whether or not
boards and presidents are well served by this
1 34
arrangement, however, iH a matter of some dispute 
(Taylor, 1987, pp. 76-77)."
If board members are tapping into and using 
considerable amounts of information not contained in the 
institution's formal information system, then decision­
making by trustees involves more than the president and 
the president's senior staff. In addition, if trustees 
establish information networks outside of the formal 
system, then current literature in hiqher education 
governance is deficient in describing the 
characteristics and processes of trusteeship.
According to the findings of this study, informal 
information from inside the institution accounts for 
approximately 38% of the total information (formal and 
informal) gathered by trustees for docision-makinq 
purposes. Sources other than the institution's 
president and senior administrators are mentioned by 
board members as informal sources used for information 
qathe r irig .
Publ ic and Private College TrusteesJJse o_f 1 nb ide 
Sources
Both public college trustees and private college 
trustees receive considerable amounts of their total 
(formal and informal) information through informal 
sources inside their institutions. However, differences
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between the two types of board members do occur.
A majority of public college trustees (58%) related
that approximately one-quarter of the total (formal and
informal) information they gather for decision-making
comes from informal information sources inside their
colleqe. The remarks by a public college trustee
describe a rationale shared by other public colleqe
board members for seekinq informal information for their
board duties:
I mainly go to other trustees or a few middle- 
level administrators with whom T have a 
relationship. The information I obtain from 
them is more authentic than what I receive 
through formal channels. I do attend meetings 
with faculty or students but I take very 
lightly their comments. 1 stick to my sources 
that I can trust.
Seventeen percent of public colleqe trustees report
40% to 49% of their total (formal and informal.)
information comes from informal sources inside the
institution, and 17% relate amounts as high as 50%
to 59% that come from such internal sources.
Variation among trustees in qathering information
informally from inside their colleqe may depend
upon the issue or problems faced by the board.
Comments by one board member illustrate this
phenomenon:
When the board went through losing one 
president and hiring another 1 used a large 
amount of informal information within the
136
college. I wanted to get an accurate picture 
of the kind of person this colleqe needed as 
president.
On the average, the public college trustees interviewed 
indicated that 31% of the total information (formal and 
informal) they gather for decision-making
responsibilities comes from informal information sources
inside the institution*
Private college trustees reported receiving
informal information from inside the institution to a
greater degree. Fifteen percent of private college
trustees said they receive from 60% to 69% of their
necessary total (formal and informal) information
informally from inside sources. In addition, 15% of
private board members reported receiving from 70% to 79%
of their total [formal and informal) information from
informal sources within the institution, and 8% of
private college trustees reported receiving from 80% to
89% of their necessary total (formal and informal)
information for decision-making from informal inside
sources. The followinq statements from two private
college board members provide qreater insight into the
different information gathering practices of trustees at
the public institution and the private institution:
There is a strong informal network among
trustees at __ . The administration itself
determines how much and what kind of 
information the college gives to trustees.
13 7
If we (trustees) want to know the whole 
picture we have to use information from other 
sources within the college, I have a rapport 
with the various members of the colleqe 
community, and they are quite willing to feed 
me what kinds of information 1 need to have.
Other trustees are my major source of inside 
information. I also have certain faculty 
members who are close, personal friends.
Several administrators will telephone me with 
the information I need.
In comparison with public colleqe trustees, the members
of the private college board reported that an averaqe of
45% of the total (formal and informal) information they
receive for decision-makinq comes from informal
information sources inside the college. This finding
indicates the closer ties found among private colleqe
than public college board members. Perhaps the most
important pattern concerns the range of information
trustees gather to use in fulfilling their institutional
governance responsibilities. It appears to be much
wider than higher education literature has described.
Trustees do not depend solely on the formal information
system of their institution. Information from informal
sources contributes substantial information to the
information networks of college board member s.
Conclusions on Informal and Formal Information Source
Preferences and Degree of U se by Tru stees
The objective of the discussion in this section was
to answer two research questions:
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4) What makes one information source more valuable or 
more likely to be used by a trustee than another?
Do the characteristics of information accuracy, 
reliability, specificity and accessibility influence 
the frequency of use?
5) What prompts trustees to seek informal sources of 
information?
Four major findings emerge from the data. First, 
board members preferred to use most often those sources 
which provided accurate and reliable information for 
decision-making, Other qualities trustees look for in 
selection of information sources are specificity, 
pertinence and thoroughness.
These findings are not consistent with those of 
O'Reilly (1982). He found accessibility and 
availability of information sources to be the chief 
determinant of use. Even though O'Reilly's study 
focused on the information and decision-making linkage, 
the participants in his study were task-oriented 
decision-makers operating in a highly structured 
environment whereas college a n d  university board members 
operate in a decision-making environment that is 
considerably less structured. This may account for the 
different findings of the two studies.
The informal and formal information sources
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trustees used most often because trustees considered 
them to be accurate and reliable were: unscheduled
meetings with other members of the board; chance 
meetinga/encountere between friends, colleagues and 
acquaintances; unscheduled meetings with other members 
of the college community; scheduled meetings initiated 
by the institution; non-computer reports; official 
m e m o s .
These findings on information source preferences 
exhibited by trustees are similar to the conclusions of 
Jones and McLeod's (1986) study of the information 
source preferences of senior executives. In their 
study, senior executives ranked scheduled meetings, 
unscheduled meetings, encounters, and social activity as 
the information sources they most preferred for obtain­
ing information useful for decision-making. Addition­
ally, trustees in this study, like senior executives, 
named computer reports, business letters, business meals 
and periodicals as least preferred and least useful 
information sources in the decision-makinq process.
Some differences in information source preferences 
emerged for board members of the public and the private 
colleges. Data from public college board members 
disclose an orientation toward external constituents as 
sources of information. In contrast, trustees from the
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private college strongly preferred interaction with each 
other in gathering information needed to fulfill board 
re sponsibi1i t ie s .
Second, a majority of the trustees in this study 
reported seeking information from individuals rather 
than groups or organizations. Board members expressed a 
belief that information coming from individuals is more 
pertinent and specific in relating to institutional 
issues and problems. Trustees perceived information 
gathered from individuals, such as face-to-face 
encounters, as more trustworthy enabling board members 
to make decisions with less uncertainty. These findings 
concur with the position of Schmidt 1ein (1977) who 
observes, "Often the advice of a friend or associate 
whose judgment is valued counts for more than an 
analysis of data (p. 37),"
Third, all of the trustees in this study reported 
gathering and usinq informal information from outside 
their respective institutions. Outside information 
sources included friends, trustees from other 
institutions, social and civic encounters.
Approximately 15% of the total (formal and informal 1 
information trustees consider relevant to their 
responsibilities on the board comes from informal 
sources outside their institutions. Private college
1 4  1
trustees use informal information from outside the 
institution to a lesser degree than do public college 
trustees. This is an indication of stronger truetee- 
trustee relationships in the private institution.
Finally, board members in this study report 
approximately 38% of the total (formal and informal) 
information they gather for use in decision-making cumus 
from informal information sources inside the 
institution. Differences between public and private 
college trustees' use of this type of information are 
distinct. Private college trustees rely upon 
information from informal sources within the institution 
to a greater degree than do public college trustees.
This pattern of findings is the opposite of findings 
concerning public and private college trustees' use of 
informal information sources outside the institution. 
Apparently differences in the nature of trustee 
relationships exist between the public college board and 
the private college board. The most important data 
trend, however, may be evidence of a more extended 
network of information established by trustees than the 
formal institutional information systems previously 
discussed in higher education literature. This study's 
findings point to an information network used by 
trustees that encompasses not only the formal sources of
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information provided by their institutions but also 
informal sources of information from inside and outside 
their institutions. In order to fully represent the 
information gathering networks of trustees, current 
higher education literature must not he limited to 
analyses of trustees' formal sources of information.
Trustees were asked "What makes one information 
source more valuable or more likely to be used by a 
trustee than another? Do the characteristics of 
information accuracy, reliability, specificity and 
accessibility influence the frequency of use?" Trustees 
said they use most often those information sources 
(formal and informal) which they perceive to be accurate 
and reliable. Other reported characteristic r  which 
increased the frequency of information source use by 
trustees were specificity, pertinence and thoroughness. 
Accessibility was not found to influence the frequency 
of information source use by trustees to any large 
deqree.
Trustees were also asked "What prompts trustees to 
seek informal sources of information?" Board members 
reported that they choose informal sources which provide 
information that is accurate, reliable, specific to the 
issue under consideration, and trustworthy. Trustees 
use informal information sources to broaden the base of
143
information they receive from the institution, as well 
as to provide a measure of feedback from the communities 
both inside and outside their institution. Board 
members stated that the informal information sources 
they use in decieion-makinq reduces their uncertainty, 
enabling them to make decisions that are effective and 
in the best interests of the institution they serve.
U s e f u Jji e s e  of Outs i d e or 1 n s ide In forma 1 Inf orma t j on
Sources
After recounting the degree of informal information 
received from sources outside and inside the institu­
tion, trustees were asked to indicate which of the two 
types of informal information had proven more useful for 
past decision-making activities. Table 4,20 displays 
these findinqs. Ninety-two percent of the trustees said 
information gathered informally from inside the 
institution had proven to be more useful in the past.
In providing an explanation for their choice, over half 
(56%) of the board members said inside information was 
useful because of its specificity and pertinence to the 
issue with which they were concerned. Table 4.21 
presents the data explaining trustee characteristics of 
usefulness. In addition, forty percent of the trustees 
cited accuracy and reliability as important traits of 
the informal information they received from inside the
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institution. Many board members expressed confidence in
the informal information sources they have established
within their college:
My inside sources have the facts and know the 
reasons for the problems confronting the 
board. Inside sources know what's really 
going o n .
I like to talk to people who have their 
fingers on the pulse of the college. I trust
them because I know them personally. They
have more credibility than persona outside the 
college who may riot really understand the 
problems f a c i n g  .
Accessibility of informal information inside the
institution was cited by only one trustee who traveled
frequently.
Previous studies in education, sociology and 
management (Geretberger and Allen, 196E1; Merizel and 
Katz, 1955; O'Reilly, 1982) found accessibility of 
information sources to be more common reasons for their 
use than did the findings of this study. Many trustees 
interviewed in this study stated that specificity, 
accuracy and reliability were more important 
determinants of information source use than was the 
accesei bility of information.
Cone 1u b ions_on Past Usef u Iness of 1nformal Infornation 
Sources From Outside or Inside the Institution
In this section data collected from interviews with 
trustees relate to another major research question:
147
6) What types of informal information sources do 
trustees believe provide the most reliable and 
useful information?
Based upon past experiences, trustees overwhe1 ming1y 
stated that informal information gathered from sources 
inside the institution (e.g., feedback from a faculty 
member about a new academic program the board was 
considering, or, an administrator who provided a 
different perspective than the vice-president for 
finance concerning a fund-raising proposal presented to 
the board) had proven to be more useful for decision­
making. Specificity and pertinence of the sources were 
cited as distinctive reasons why informal information 
from within the college was preferred for governance 
functions. Trustees reported a recognition that 
information received solely through formal channels of 
the institution may not be complete. Informal 
information sources from inside the institution were 
selected by trustees because these sources could provide 
suppletnentary information which would bear directly on 
the issue before the board. These findings differed 
from those of previous studies (Gerstberger and Allen, 
I960; Menzel and Katz, 1955; O ’Reilly, 19S2), which 
found accessibility of information sources to be a more 
frequent determiner of use by decision-makers.
1 4B
Information_ Source Use in Specific D e c ision Areas
The interview data in this research have revealed 
much about the manner in which trustees gather the 
information they need for decision-making. 
Characteristics of informal and formal information 
sources have been detailed in relation to their role in 
the infornation-decie ion-making function in higher 
education governance.
In order to better understand the function of 
informal and formal information sources in decision- 
making, four decision areas were identified as typical 
issues trustees would have to resolve- Board members 
interviewed named those informal and formal information 
sources which they found to he most helpful in providing 
needed information to enable them to arrive at a 
decision in each area. Hext, board members were asked 
to name those information sources which were least 
helpful in completing those tasks.
Instituti o n a 1 Planning
The first decision scenario presented to trustees 
concerned institutional planning issues: the number and
future sources of students, projecting expenses and 
income, considering the character of the educational 
program and supporting student services, providing 
adequate physical facilities in good repair, and
149
carefully plotting the size of the faculty and its
distribution by rank and tenure gtatu3. Table 4.22
shows the informal and formal information sources
trustees selected as most helpful in making
institutional planning decisions (The decision scenarios
are presented in Appendix D) , Ninety-two percent of
trustees considered non-computer reports to be the most
helpful formal information source in this decision area.
As one trustee commentedt
In this particular area, we (trustees) have to 
rely on cold, hard facte- The best way to 
digest these facts is through a verbal 
presentation by key administrators where we 
(trustees) can ask questions and get answers 
right then.
Unscheduled meetings with other members of the board was
named by 44% of the trustees. Apparently trustees
continue to interact when gathering information to be
used in decision-making, even when information is
available from other sources:
I think data from the college is most helpful 
when it has been screened by the appropriate 
trustee committee. Most times the information 
is then discussed by committee members 
informally with the rest of the board. It's 
the one-to-one discussions that I find most- 
helpful.
Other informal and formal information sources cited by 
board members in this study as being helpful in 
institutional planning matters are: unscheduled
meetings with other members of the college community
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24%; meetings with state or national coor^inatirq or 
accrediting agencies/foundations £16%)r and chance 
meetings/encounters between friends, colleagues and 
acquaintances (4%), Although formal information sources 
seem to play the most central role in decision-making by 
trustees in the institutional planning area, informal 
information i3 also an essential component in this 
process.
Public and Prj-Vfite^ C o 11 ege Trjjsteo Di f ferences in 
Select!on of Host He l p f u 1 Information Source
Both public and private college board members 
expressed similar assessments of the most helpful 
information source in the institutional planning 
process; non-computer reports [92% and 10G% 
respectively)* A public college trustee made an en­
lightening observation;
The board needs raw data from the college, in 
the form of reports, to see what the college 
is doing and needs to be doing. Informal 
sources are more important when the board 
wants to develop new' ideas or dream.
Differences do occur in the selection of other
information sources considered helpful. The next most
frequently mentioned information sources by public
college trustees were state and national coordinating or
accrediting agencies [33%) and unscheduled meetings with
other members of the board £331). Private college
152
trustees (54%) cited unscheduled meetings with other 
members of the board to a greater degree than did the 
public college trustees (33%). Unscheduled meetings 
with other members of the college community was also 
mentioned by private college trustees (32%) more 
frequently than by public college trustees (17%) when 
making planning decisions. These differences, thouqh 
small, highlight previous findings which illustrate how 
the public colleqe board's linkage to external 
constituents and the private college board's strong 
trustue-trusLee relationships influence informat i o n ’s 
perceived value.
Information Source3 Cited by Trustees as Least Helpful
Information sources trustees viewed as least
helpful in institutional planninq are presented in Table
4.23, Forty-four percent of the trustees interviewed
said periodicals were the least helpful of the various
information sources for making institutional planning
decisions. Reasons given by several trustees included:
Periodicals are very little help for colleges 
who have unique problems.
I don't have time to sift through periodicals.
The information given is usually too general 
to be of much use.
Chance meetings/encounters between friends, colleagues
and acquaintances were cited as another least helpful
information source by trustees £36%). Host of the
153
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comments "by trustees cnncerninq this particular 
information source centered around the realization that 
institutional planning decisions involve certain 
specific facts and details. Persons not directly 
connected with the institution would not have access to 
facts. Also, because of the detailed nature of 
institutional planning, the setting of most chance 
meetings/encounters would not be conducive to in-depth 
discussion of facte and details.
Institutional planning is an issue in which 
trustees make decisions with information that is 
characteristically detailed and factual. The vast 
majority of trustees (92%) interviewed considered non- 
computer reports as the most helpful information source 
in making institutional planning decisions. The next 
moat frequent choice of helpful information sources was 
unscheduled meetings with other members of the board 
(44%).
Both public and private college trustees expressed 
similar assessments of the most helpful information 
source for institutional planning: non-computer reports
(92% and 100% respectively). There were small 
differences between the public and private board 
members' selection of other helpful information sources.
Periodicals (44%) and chance meetings/encounters
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between friends, colleagues and acquaintances (36%) were 
named as least helpful information sources for making 
institutional planninq decisions. Board members 
considered these sources too general (periodicals) and 
lacking in factual data that would pertain to their 
institution's problems (chance meet i rigs/encounters 
between friends, colleagues and acquaintances).
Overall, trustees gtnte that both formal and 
informal sources of information are helpful in making 
institutional planning decisions. Informal interaction 
continues to play an important role in the decision­
making activities of colleqe trustees.
The President and Board Relations
The second decision scenario posed the issue of 
relations between the board and the college president. 
Trustees were asked to name the information sources that 
have been the most helpful when they were confronted 
with a decision concerning either the selection or 
evaluation of the president of their institution (The 
decision scenarios are presented in Appendix D ) . Table 
4.24 presents trustee responses.
Appointing the institution's president, is seen as 
the board's central responsibility (Bean, 1975; Fisher, 
1969; Mortimer and McConnell, 1978; Nason, 1982). The 
interdependence of boards and presidents frequently
156
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leads to a description of the relationship as a 
partnership (Munitz, 1980; Pray, 1974; TayLor, 1987),
The board is expected both to support and to evaluate 
the president, roles that may conflict when the board 
and the president disagree over presidential performance 
[Wood, 1985). And, at the same time, board members who 
rely on the president for their information and 
education are simultaneously expected to judqe their 
teacher (Munitz, 1900).
To better understand the dimensions of the board's 
dec i s ion-male inq responsibilities concerning the 
president, as well as the concept of the president as 
"teacher" to trustees (Munitz, 1900), the sources 
trustees use to qather information about the president 
need to be identified. Previously the role of the board 
in relation to the president has been addressed from a 
formal information perspective (Taylor, 1984b; Ingram, 
1980), meaning the president is seen as the chief 
conduit of information from the institution to trustees. 
However, findings in this study describing information 
sources used by trustees point to a E tronq informal 
network of information flow from both inside and outside 
the institution.
When gathering information either to select or 
evaluate the institution's president, the largest number
1 5fl
of trustees (56%) stated that unscheduled meatinqs with
other members of the board were most helpful, Truetee-
trustee interaction in information sharing appears to be
the major element in dec ision-makinq concerning the
president by board members in this study, Forty-eiqht
percent of the trustees also named unscheduled meetings
with other members of the college community as a helpful
information source. A trustee explained:
J evaluate the president by asking "How's the 
temperature of the faculty?" My concerns focus 
on the various groups within the colleqe and 
how well they are getting alonq with each 
other* The easiest way to find this out is to 
talK informally with members of the various 
g r o u p s .
Another trustee described his choice of chance
meetings/encounters between friends, colleagues and
acquaintances as most h e l p f u l :
I talked with a friend of a friend to check on 
a particular candidate (for president}* It's 
important to check references not given by the 
candidate to find out the real background on an 
individual. The informal channels of 
information we (trustees) are tapped into are 
very important, in this type of situation.
Forty percent of the board members cited chance
meetings/encounters between friends, colleagues and
acquaintances as helpful information sources in
evaluating or selecting a president for their college.
Informal information sources were named most often
as helpful sources by trustees in this decision area.
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Only two formal information sources, scheduled meetinqs
initiated by the institution (12%) and periodicals
(28%), were considered helpful in the evaluation and
search for presidents. Yet, the formal information
sources dominate governance literature on selection and
evaluation procedures suggested for trustees. A board
member had much to gay about the formal information
sources from the institution:
Written resumes sent by the presidential 
candidates are almost worthless because 
resumes don't present a true picture. T want 
to be face-to-face with a candidate- 1 want 
to talk to references T can question- In the 
end, my own perception of the candidate is the 
critical factor in my decision-making,
In_fojrmatJ-pn Sources Cited as Least Helpful by_ Trustees
When asked which informal and formal information .
sources were least helpful in either selecting or
evaluating the president (see Table 4.25), 40% said
periodicals were not as helpful as other sources. The
main criticism waa that periodical articles are too
general to be helpful with specific institutional
problems. Many other trustees simply stated that all
information from any source is valuable in this decision
area. As one trustee summarized, "Get all the
information you can; nothing is too insignificant to
piece the puzzle together."
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Pi f ference T r u s tee Select ion of Most He lpf u 1 Sources
The majority of public college trustees considered 
chgnce meetinge/encounters between friends, colleagues 
and acquaintances and unscheduled meetinqs with other 
members of the college community (504 and 504 
respectively) most helpful in the selection or 
evaluation of the institution's president- Interaction 
with other members of the board plays an important role 
(41%) in public college trustees' decision-making tasks, 
but not to the degree indicated by private colleqe 
trustees (69%). Private college board members, in 
contrast to public college board members, did not choose 
chance meetings/encounters between friends, colleagues 
and acquaintances as frequently as did public college 
trustees (31% and 50% respectively). These findings 
again indicate that trustee-trustee interaction plays a 
stronger role in the decision-making of private college 
trustees than that of public college trustees.
In sum, trustees in this study considered informal 
information sources more helpful than formal information 
sources when evaluating or selecting the president of 
their institution.
Financial Support and Management
The third decision scenario trustees were presented 
concerned financial support and management of their
162
college, Taylor (1907, p. 28), in describing these
aspects of trusteeship, said "Trustees are advised that
they are responsible for seeing ’that the bills are
paid' (Nason, 1982, p. 24)," This responsibility is
viewed as a fundamental aspect of the board's role as
preserver of the trust, accordinq to Taylor, and that:
. . . as such its significance is considered
to extend well beyond the literal obligation 
to ensure that this m o n t h ’s electric bill is 
paid. As important as meetinq current 
obligations ia ensuring that the institution 
will be viable over the long run (Pocock,
1984b) , . . the board’s role as preserver of
both current and future institutional vitality 
requires that trustees receive adequate 
information from administrators on which to 
base decisions about resources. Adequacy 
implies that information will be appropriate 
in depth and format to the needs of policy 
makers rather than administrators, that the 
assumptions underlying proposed decisions will 
be specified, that the reliability of the 
assumptions will be open to discussion and 
debate, and that information compaririq the 
institution’s financial situation to peers and 
to its own performance over time will be 
provided (Corson, 1980; Nelson, 1902? Taylor,
1984b).
Crucial to the fulfillment of financial support and 
manaqement responsibilities is the possession of the 
right kinds of information that trustees consider 
helpful in arriv inq at decisions to properly benefit 
their institutions. Trustees, in this research, were 
asked what sources of information they regarded as most 
helpful in making financial and management decisions. 
Their responses are presented in Table 4.26. The
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majority of trustees (84%) queried in this study said
non-computer reports were most helpful in makinq
financial decisions. A trustee who is a businessman
testified, ''All I'm looking for is a scorepad to see
where we (the institution) stand." Trustee comments
attest to the pattern identified earlier concerning
policy makers' preferences for verbal in format iont
I'm very confident in the reports the vice- 
president of finance prepares for ua (the 
board). He is very skilled in presentinq 
information clearly and succinctly and 
handling our questions. It's this verbal 
interchange that is most meaningful For me.
In addition, forty-eight percent of board members said
unscheduled meetings with other members of the board
were sources of useful information. Writers in higher
education have reported the assumption that trustees,
presumably because many come from business backgrounds,
are well qualified to make financial judgement (Dorsey,
1980; Radock and Jacobson, 1980; Taylor, L987, p, 29).
Many trustees, however, particularly non-business and
newer board members, are quite deferential to the
opinions and recommendations of those trustees seen as
financial experts (Nason, 1982; Pocock, l9B4b; Taylor,
1987, p. 29), Illustrative of these sentiments are the
following comments from both public and private college
board members:
Even though we (trustees) get financial
165
reports from the administration of the 
college, I feel that the other trustees with 
business backgrounds provide the really 
substantial information.
I have not been totally happy with the 
information 1 get from the administration in 
financial areas, so I go to political contacts 
in the General Assembly and other hoard 
members who are businessmen to find out what's 
really going on. I rely on other trustees 
because trustees only get told what the 
administration wants us to know, especially in 
the area of finances.
We have our own members on the board with 
enough financial expertise to give us all the 
information we need. We are able, as a board, 
to take the facts and evaluate them.
Once more, as in other decision areas, a strong informal
information component appears to be operative in the
decision-making activities of board members.
Other information sources mentioned as useful when
trustees must make financial management decisions
include chance meetings/encounters between friends,
colleagues and acquaintances (36%), periodicals (32%),
and social luncheons or dinners (16%). The pattern of
both formal and informal information linkages to
decision-making continues to characterize trustee
activity in this research.
Trustee Choice of Least Helpful In formation Source
Trustee responses to the question "When confronted 
with a decision concerning the financial support and 
management of your institution, are there sources of
166
information that you have found leBS helpful?" are
recorded in Table 4.27. Twenty-four percent of the
trustees responded that periodicals were less helpful
sources of information in making financial decisions.
Another 20% of the board members stated that chance
meetings/encounter b between friends, colleagues and
acquaintances were not useful in gathering information
for decision-making regarding finances. A trustee said:
No publications or periodicals speak 
specifically to the needs at this college, so 
they really a r e n ’t useful information sources 
for m e .
Another commented :
Chance meetings/encounters between friends, 
colleagues and acquaintances do not provide me 
with useful information because the persons I 
would come into contact with don't know the 
specific facts of the college's finances.
However, this source is qood for getting ideas 
on how to do things such as new methods of 
fund - ra i sing .
The difference of opinion among trustees concerning the 
value of chance meetings/encounters between friends, 
colleagues and acquaintances serves to highlight the 
awareness board members have of the various types of 
information sources at their disposal. It also 
illustrates the discriminatory process trustees employ 
when establishing information networks to meet their 
information needs for different types of decision­
making .
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D ifferences in Information Source Choice of Trustees 
Trustees from both the public and the private 
boards selected non-computer reports as their chief 
information source in financial matters (83% and 85% 
respuctivtily) , Public col leqe trustees, however, chose 
chance meetinqs/encounters between friends, colleagues 
and acquaintances (50%) more than unscheduled meet]nos 
with other members of the board (33%). These results 
□re in contrast to the responses of private college 
board members who ranked chance meetings/encounters 
between friends, colleagues and acquaintances (23%) 
lower than unscheduled meetings with other members of 
the board (62%), These results again typify the pattern 
established by public college and private college board 
members: The public college trustees are more
externally oriented when it come to seeking informal 
information than private college trustees who rely upon 
trustee-trustee interaction as the major source of their 
informal information.
Academic Frog ram/Fa cu 1 ty
The final decision area posed to trustees concerned 
academic program and faculty issues. Mason (1082) has 
paid that academic programs are the heart of the higher 
education institution. Since trustees are responsible 
for ensuring the institution's integrity, the
169
responsibility for academic affairs is inescapable
(Taylor, 1907, p. 30).
In order to better understand how trustees approach
their decision-making responsibilities for academic
affairs, they were asked to name the sources of
information they found most helpful. Table 4.28 shows
the information sources trustees cited. Sixty-eight
percent of the board members interviewed stated the most
helpful information source in makinq academic affairs
decisions was scheduled meetings initiated by the
institution [formal board and committee meetings).
These findings are consistent with the recommendatione
of Meyeroon (1980), Corson [1980), Chait and Taylor
(1983), and the Association of American Colleges (1986)
in which hoard members are encouraged to rely upon the
expertise of the institution's administrators and
faculty in making academic program/facu1ty decisions.
Taylor (1907) says:
. . . trustees are counseled to avoid
routinely substituting their judgment for that 
of campus academic experts. They are advised 
instead to oversee academic affairs largely by 
asking questions of faculty and 
administrators, evaluating the answers they 
receive, and then asking more questions if 
necessary . . . trustees' responsible
participation in academic affairs depends on 
familiarity with the institution, its 
programs, and its distinctive values [Wood,
1984b). Such familiarity ia encouraqed by 
formal and informal contacts between trustees 
and faculty , . . (pp, 30-31).
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It is in the formal board meetings that trustees are
presented proposals and recommutidations for academic
affairs, it is in this setting that trustees said they
are presented with the next most helpful information
source— non-computer reports (40%), Enlightening
trustee comments include:
I rely mainly on statistical reports provided 
by the institution's vice-president for 
academic affairs- Many times faculty will 
tons out 'red herrings1 b o  I am very cautiuus 
when listeninq to faculty proposals.
I like to have well-documented proposals to 
send to the gtate legislature. Trustees need 
to make sure proposals are worthwhile, 
faculty input is too self-serving to have any
real meaning. We've (the board) been
embarrassed before when we reacted to faculty 
opinions. From now on we must make sure we 
have ’all our ducks in a r o w ’ before we 
approach the legislature with new proposals.
Informal information sources were named by
numerous trustees interviewed as well. Twenty-eight
percent of trustees mentioned chance meetings/encounters
between friends, colleagues and acquaintances as being
helpful. Thirty-two percent of the board members said
unscheduled meetings with other members of the board
were useful and 2 8% commented on the value of
unscheduled meetings with other members of the college
community- Trustees' comments which illustrate the use
of informal information sources include:
I like to get informal feedback from social
172
encounters with community members. Their 
opinions and perceptions about the quality of 
the academic programs and our students is very 
helpful because that's why we're (the college) 
in hue!ness.
In business most 'plank-walking' decisions are 
based on experience coupled with subjective 
Feelings. It's the same with a board of 
trustees. The key is to select effective, 
risk-taking trustees with proven corporate and 
community track records who have a firm set of 
values and commitment to education,
I only consult faculty who are personal 
friends about creative ideas about programs.
There is always an element of discontent with 
faculty and trustees cannot become ‘sounding 
boards' for faculty concerns.
Di f f e r ences in Trustee C h o i c e_ of jle lpf ul_ In forma t ion
Sources
Both the public college board members and the 
private college board members chose scheduled meetings 
initiated by the institution (67% and 69% respectively) 
as their chief information source for academic affairs 
decisions. The trustees from the private college 
however, selected unscheduled raeetinqs with other 
members of the board (54%) as another important source 
for information concerning academic and faculty issues. 
Again, the pattern of strong trustee-trustee interaction 
at the private college merged in this decision area. It 
is apparent, though, that each institution's 
administration provided the main source of helpful 
information in the context of the formal board meeting.
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Public college trustees cited non-computer reports 
(58%) as a source they consider most helpful. Inter­
action between trustees was mentioned by only 8% of the 
hoard members from the public college. The public 
college board appears to be more externally oriented 
than the private college board. This is revealed by 
larger percentages of public than private trustees 
citing chance meetings/encounters between friends, 
colleagues and acquaintances (42% and 15% respectively). 
Trustee Choice _of__ Least Help/u 1 Infonnation Source
Trustees were asked to select an information source 
that had proven to be least helpful in making decisions 
concerning academic programs and dealing with faculty. 
Table 4.29 shows their responses. None of the public 
colleqe trustees cited any information source they 
considered least helpful in making academic affairs 
decisions. Perhaps this is an area in which the public 
college trustees felt uncertain and therefore used all 
sources of information in order to lessen their 
uncertainty about making decisions dealing with academic 
and faculty issues.
Forty-six percent of the private college trustees 
said periodicals were least helpful in makina decisions 
in this area. This finding is consistent with the trend 
in all four of the decision areas. Trustee comments
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concerning periodicals indicate that they are too 
general to solve specific institutional problems 
although they do provide good background material. 
Another criticism is that they include articles which 
require too much Lime to read and digest.
Summary
Trustees as a whole consider two formal information 
sources to be the most helpful in providinq necessary 
information for dec i s ion-mak iriq concerning academic 
programs and faculty. These are scheduled meetings 
initiated by the institution {e.g., formal board and 
committee meetings) and non-computer reports.
However, informal information sources were 
mentioned as providing important information as well. 
Chance meetings/encounters between friends, colleagues 
and acquaintances, unscheduled meetings with other 
members of the board, and unscheduled meetings with 
other members of the colleqe community play influential 
roles in the overall information qathering strategies of 
trustees. The findings in this decision area point out 
trustees’ need for both informal as well as formal 
sources of information to make decisions about academic 
programs and faculty.
Concluaions on Trustees' Information Source Use for 
Specj f ic Tjypes o f Decisions : Inst i tut iona 1_ Pianning ,
1 7 6
President and Board Relations, Financial Support and 
Mauageitient, Academic Program and Fac li 11y
The data in this section were collected in response 
to the following research question:
7) Does the use of formal and informal information
sources differ according to the type of deeision-- 
institutional planning, president and board 
relations, financial support and management, 
academic program and facu1ty--mado?
This analysis of interview data has revealed much 
about the characteristics of information source use by 
trustees in relation to the particular decision issue 
they face.
The first decision area presented to trustees was 
institutional planning. Non-computer reports was the 
information source considered by the largest number of 
board members to be helpful in making planning 
decisions. however, trustees did not rely solely on 
reports from the institution. Unscheduled meetings with 
other members of the board was the next most frequent 
information source mentioned by the board members. Tt 
appears from the data that trustees mix both formal and 
informal information sources in arrivinq at specific 
decisions concerning institutional planning.
Relations between the president and the board was
1 77
the second decision area that trustees were asked to 
consider. Trustee-trugtee interaction in information 
sharinq was the most frequently cited element in 
decision-makinq for this area. Informal information 
sources dominated trustee information qatherinq 
strategies. The most frequently named sources were: 
unscheduled meetings with other members of the board, 
unscheduled meetings with other members of the colleqe 
community, and chance meetings/encounters between 
friends, colleagues and acquaintances.
The third decision scenario presented to board 
members in this study concerned financial support and 
management. Non-computer reports were named by the 
largest number of trustees as a helpful information 
source. Unscheduled meetings with other members of the 
board was named by the next largest number of trustees. 
The pattern of board members using formal information 
sources for technical decision areas such as planning 
and finances in conjunction with the informal sharing of 
that data continues to characterise trustee decision 
processes.
Academic programs and faculty was the final 
decision area posed to trustees. Scheduled meetings 
initiated by the institution (e.g., formal board and 
committee meetings) followed by non-computer reports
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were cited by the Largest number of trustees as helpful 
information sources. Informal information sources were 
named but by smaller numbers. Formal information 
sources dominate this decision area. Trustees recounted 
considerable reliance on formal institutional sources in 
order to meet state and national coordinating and/or 
accrediting standards. The value of faculty input was 
considered minimal by trustees in this study, with the 
exception of slight contact with a few personal friends.
Distinct patterns emerged from the responses of the 
trustees in this study. Trustees gather, value and use 
information from many sources other than the 
institution's president and the president’s senior 
s taf f ,
Trustees establish and maintain informal 
information networks to supplement, and sometimes 
replace the formal information system of the college on 
whose board they serve. In using their information 
networks, trustees are aware of both the positive and 
the negative aspects of each information source, as 
shown by their responses concerning what particular 
information source they relied upon for certain types of 
decisions.
When making decisions for their institutions, 
trustees use formal information for decision areas that
179
require technical, detailed and/or factual information, 
such as planning or financial decisions. For decisions 
relating to the institution's president and board 
relations, trustees rely heavily upon their informal 
information sources. In each of the four decision areas 
examined, trustees indicate that informal interaction 
occurred, though in varying degrees, amunq each 
institution’s hoard members.
Public college trustees and private college 
trustees differ in their information qathering 
strategies. External groups appear to play a larger 
role in the decision-making activities of public college 
board members than private college board members 
regardless of the nature of the decision to be made. 
Simply put, community relationships as wel3 as 
legislative connections, seem to comprise a greater 
influence in the decision processes of trustees in the 
public sector.
Finally, trustees in each of the four decision 
areas said periodicals were among the least helpful 
information sources they come into contact with. 
Periodicals were described as too qeneral to be of any 
real assistance to trustees who must make specific 
decisions on specific institutional issues. Trustees 
did say, however, that periodicals do provide background
180
information that is useful for comparison purposes, but 
this information is not an important element in their 
decision-making activities.
Add i t iotia 1 Comment s by Trustees
At the conclusion of the interview trustees were 
asked to state any additional comments or observations 
about the sources of information they employ as board 
members. Table 4,DO summarizes those responses. Four 
major areas of concern were described by trustees in 
this s t u d y :
1) The importance of informal information networks
2 ) The need for better orientation programs for new 
trustees
3) The importance of the "mix" of individuals on the 
c o 11e g e 's board
4) The importance of accurate information received by 
trustees from the institution
Importance of Informal JpJ;ormati on Network
Forty percent of the board members who responded to 
this question characterized their participation in the 
informal information network as critical to their 
effectiveness as trustees. One public college trustee 
commented, "A great deal of informal information 
gathering goes on, much more than is realized." Another 
board member from the same institution revealed:
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When trustees lose confidence in the president 
of the institution they flounder and look to 
sources of information that may not accurately 
describe the issue. The informal information 
network becomes stronger with a weak president 
or administration.
In a similar vein, a trustee from the private 
college explained:
I want to stress the importance of the 
informal information network. It is essential 
for the smooth operation of the board. This 
network exists in organizations of all kinds.
Don't be naive in believing that trustees 
haven't already made their decisions prior to 
formal board meetings. They have and if the 
president or CEO d o e s n 1t know what those 
decisions are he's incompetent. Trustees will 
know what the decisions are before the formal 
board meeting.
A word of advice is given to new trustees by a
member of the private college's board:
As you servo on a board you will find several 
others on that board you can confide in. Find 
your own informal group to share your ideas 
with. They will be a major source of 
information for you.
Better Orientation Programs Needed for Trustees
The need for better orientation programs was a
concern expressed by 24% of the trustees responding to
thi3 question. One trustee would like to see a "Trustee
Day" organized on the state level in which board members
of four-year public and private institutions could meet
together and share, in an informal setting, suggestions
and solutions to similar problems and issues. Another
board member mentioned his concern about the lack of
103
orientation proqrams for new trustees:
It's how the institutions start trustees out 
that determines if they'll be effective or 
not. If an institution doesn't provide a well 
planned orientation, the institution is saying 
to trustees that they are not important to the 
college except for contributing money. This 
causes a lack of involvement by trustees and 
negative attitudes towards the college will 
develop. Colleges d o n ’t use trustees' expert- 
tise wisely. This is a waste of talent and 
resources. Administrators want to do it. all, 
so they limit information to trustees.
Several board members offered suggestions for
orientation programs:
1. The institution should hold three to five 
informal luncheon meetings per year.
These should be unstructured and very 
relaxed to allow information passing. 
Besides trustees, the president, director 
of finance, chairman of the faculty 
committee, director of development, and 
director of admissions should be included.
2. More training for trustees is needed by 
the state (for public college board 
members). Presently, orientation and 
training of trustees is described as 
"catch and g r a b ” training. Suggestions 
on the state level are seminars:
a) Trustees should be required to attend 
at least four during first year of 
board service
b) Topics should include:
1) Finance
2) Faculty
3) Physical plant
4) Auxiliary— classified personnel and 
admini s tra tion
5) Relationship with community and 
state
J84
6) How to solicit support from 
foundations, businessmen, legis­
lators
7) How to lobby--specific techniques 
Importance of__ "Mix" o f_ T n  1 stees on Board
Another area of concern named by trustees was the
"mix" of individuals appointed to the institution's
board. Twelve percent of board members responding to
this question said that restrictions on the composition
of the governing board interfered with the effective
decision^rriaking processes and support necessary for the
institution. The sentiments of a public college trustee
reflect her frustration with the appointment process:
Appointment to an institution’s board should 
not be linked to party politics, I would 
sugqest a list of people who would be willinq 
to serve on an institution's board and have a 
strong interest in higher education, rather 
than persons being appointed ‘out of the blue’ 
because they are well connected. The 
institution may 'luck into it or luck out of 
it' depending on the draw.
The following remarks from a private college board
member characterize feelings expressed by other private
college trustees:
I'm concerned with the makeup of the board.
There is some dead wood here. Many successful 
businessmen who could give money can't be 
appointed to the board because there are 
either restrictions or no empty seats.
Importance of Accurate_ Information Frort^  the Institution
Lastly, trustees said that the lack of accurate
information received from their institution was a
165
concern to them (0%), This perception of insufficient
or inaccurate institutional information is illustrated
in the remarks of a public coileqe trustee and a private
college trustee:
My key frustration is that there is never 
enough information from the college about the 
problems and issues it faces. Trustees need 
to know what is going on.
Trustees can only be of benefit if the 
information given them by the coileqe is 
relatively complete and accurate. There is a 
great deal of responsibility on the 
administration and faculty senate to fairly 
present facts behind recommendations.
Trustees then must use their broad experience 
to judge recommendations.
Summa rj/
Trustees were presented the opportunity to 3 tat 
any additional comments or observations they chose about 
the sources of information they employ in decision­
making, Four topics were emphasized by trustees: The
importance of informal information networks, the need 
for better orientation programs for new trustees, the 
significance of the mix of individuals serving on the 
board, and the need for accurate information received 
from the institution.
Summary of Intervlev and Quest ionna ire Findinga
This analysis of interview data has disclosed much 
about the information networks of trustees in higher 
education. Comparisons among board members show that
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both informal and formal information sources are 
essential elements in the information gathering 
strategies of trustees.
The study revealed evidence of a more extended 
network of information sources established and 
maintained by trustees than the formal institutional 
information sources previously discussed in higher 
education literature. This study's findings point to an 
informational network used by trustees that encompasses 
not only the formal information system from their 
institution but also informal sources of information 
from inside and outside their institutions. In order to 
fully represent the information gathering networks of 
trustees, current higher education literature must not 
be limited to analysis of trustees' formal information 
sou rce j .
Trustees seek information informally to assist them 
in defining their purpose as members of a college board 
as well as supplementing the formal information they 
receive from their institutions.
Trustees from both institutions prefer to qather 
informal information most often from unscheduled 
meetings with other board members: chance 
meetings/encounters between friends, colleagues and 
acquaintances: and, unscheduled meetings with other
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members of the college community such as faculty, 
students, or the coileqe president. Trustees choose 
particular channels of information on the basis of 
accuracy, reliability and specificity.
Formal information sources most frequently 
preferred and used by trustees include scheduled 
meetings initiated by the institution (e.q., formal 
board and committee meetings}, non-computer reports and 
official memos (e.g., agenda books, schedule of board 
meeting),
Differences in information source preferences and 
use emerged for board members of the public and the 
private colleges. Data from the public college board 
members disclose an orientation toward external 
constituents as sources of information. In contrast, 
board members from the private college strongly 
preferred and used interaction with each other in 
gathering information needed to fulfill board 
responsibi1i t ies .
A  majority of trustees in this study reported 
seeking information from individuals rather than groups 
or orqaniaationa. Board members expressed a belief that 
information coming from individuals iB more pertinent 
and specific in relating to institutional issues and 
problems. Trustees perceived information gathered form
1 0 8
individuals, such as face-to-face encounters, is more 
trustworthy enabling board members to make decisions 
with less uncertainty.
Trustees in this study stated that other 
information sources were preferred and used in addition 
to, and some cases, more so, than the institution's 
president and the president's senior staff. These 
results are not completely consistent with current 
higher education literature which describes the coileqe 
president and senior administrators as trustees' 
principal and most trusted source of information 
(Corson, 1975; Greenleaf, 1974; Taylor, 1984b},
When makinq specific types of decisions for their 
i.isri tution, trustees use formal information sources for 
decision areas that require technical, detailed and/or 
factual information, such as planning or financial 
decisions. For decisions relating to the institution’s 
president and board relations, trustees rely heavily 
upon their informal information sources. In each of the 
decision areas presented to t r u s t e e i n s t i t u t i o n a 1 
planning, financial support and management, oresident 
and board relations, academic program and faculty-- 
informal interaction occurred, though in varyinq degree, 
among each institution's board members.
Four areas of concern were cited by trustees at the
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conclusion of the interview: The importance of informal
information networks, the need for better orientation 
programs for new trustees, the importance of the mix of 
individuals on the board, and the importance of accurate 
information received by trustees from the institution.
Chapter 5
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary
Theories describing the role of information in 
decision-making provided the structure for this study of 
information gathering by trustees in higher edueation. 
These theories suggest that those individuals who serve 
in top management and policy making positions in 
organizations rely upon informal information as well as 
formal information to fulfill their decision-making 
responsibi1ities,
This research had two major purposes. The first 
wag to clarify the structure of information systems 
employed by trustees in hiqher education and to evaluate 
the relationships of these systems to decision-making. 
The second was to determine if there are differences in 
the information sources used by trustees in a small 
public college and by trustees in a small private 
col lege.
Data were provided by board members of a small 
public college and a small private coileqe.
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Participants responded to a biographical questionnaire 
and took part in an individual interview. Trustees were 
asked about their perceptions of their role as members 
of a college board. They were also questioned about the 
types of information sources they used in their 
decision-makinq activities as well as whether certain 
information sources were more helpful in making specific 
types of governance decisions.
The objective of the analysis was to respond to 
research questions on information gathering strategies 
employed by trustees. More spe c i f i c a 11y , the intention 
was to identify patterns by which informal and formal 
information sources are used in decision-making. The 
study did not seek to accept or reject specific 
hypotheses. Thus data analysis was primarily 
descriptive in nature.
Gone 1us ions
The study's findings emerge from the seven research 
questions discussed in Chapters 1 and 3. Based nn these 
results, the following conclusions can be made:
Findings Coneerning I n formal Information Sources
1. Informal information plays an important role in 
orienting trustees to their role and responsi­
bilities: trustees use information gathered
informally to assist them in defining their pur-
pose and responsibilities as members of the board 
and in interacting with other board members.
Trustee responses in this investigation revealed 
that it is not the faculty-tnistee interactions 
(Chait and Taylor, 19Q2r Wood, 1904) nor the 
president-board chairman relationship (Pocnck,
1984: Whitehead, 1985) that influences the learning 
processes of trustees but the interactions between 
new trustees and veteran trustees. Not only did a 
majority of trustees cite the informal interactions 
between trustees as lending important information 
to assist them in performing their role as board 
members, but a majority of the trustees said that 
other members of the board were the most helpful of 
all information sources about trusteeship.
Trustees gather and use informal information as an 
essential element in decision-making. The informal 
information source cited most frequently by trustees 
in this study was unscheduled meetings with other 
members of the board. Trustees rely more upon their 
informal relationships with other trustees for 
information gathering than any other informal 
information source.
The private college trustees develop stronger 
truHtee-truatee relationships for information
sharing than do trustees at the public coileqe.
The most frequently mentioned informal source of 
information for private coileqe board members is 
unscheduled meetings with other members of the 
board. In contrast, public coileqe trustees said 
that their most frequently used informal informal.ion 
source is unscheduled meetings with other members of 
the college community, such as faculty, students, or 
the president.
Trustees from both the public and private sectors 
said their most preferred informal information 
source is unscheduled meetings with other members 
of the board. These findings serve to reinforce the 
importance of the trustee-trust.ee relationship as a 
major channel of informal information. Chance 
meetings/encounters between friends, colleagues 
and acquaintances as well as scheduled meetings with 
other members of the college community were also 
preferred by many of the trustees, but to a lesser 
deqree. These findings are not completely 
consistent with current higher education literature 
which describes the college president and senior 
administrators as trustees' principal and most 
trusted sources of information (Corson, 1975; 
Greenleaf, 1974; Taylor, 1984).
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5. Differences emerged between the responses of the 
public sector trustees and the private sector 
trustees in the establishment of informal 
information channels. The closer interaction of 
private board members serves as an important channel 
of information sharing for the private college 
trustees. Public college board members on the 
other hand, establish strong ties with individuals 
outside of board membership as well as board members 
themselves. These external individuals become 
iricorporated into the information network of the 
public college trustees, thereby expanding the base 
of informal information sources public college 
trustees use.
F ind inga Concernlng Fo rm a 1 In forma t ion Sources
6 . Certain formal information aources play an important
role in the decision process of trustees. Trustees,
in this study, report that they use most often
information gathered from scheduled meetings 
initiated by the institution (e.g., formal board 
and committee meetings), official memos (e.g., 
agenda books, schedules of board meetings}, and 
non-computer reports. Computer reports do not 
contribute much information to trustees' decision- 
making activities. Public and private college
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board membera varied in their specific use of 
formal information sources but the differences 
were small and, hence, inconclusive.
7. Trustee preferences for formal information sources 
were: scheduled meetings initiated by the 
institution (e.g., formal board and committee 
meetings), non-computer reports (usually verbal 
reports given by a specific administrator), and 
official memos (e.g., agenda books and schedules 
of board meeting). There are similar patterns in 
public and private college trustees' preferences 
for formal information sources.
Findings Concerning the_ Characterigtios of Information
Sources
8 . Accuracy, reliability and specificity were the 
information source characteristics most valued by 
trustees in selecting sources of information (formal 
and informal) to be used in decision-making.
9. Trustees from both institutions overwhelmingly 
indicated they seek information from individuals 
(e.g., a particular faculty member, fellow trustee) 
rather than information from groups (e.g., the 
institution's administration as whole, professional 
organizations). Interpersonal interaction, a 
recurrent theme in the findings of this study,
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continues to play a key role when trustees seek 
information from either intiividua 1 s or groups*
These findings are consistent with the research of 
Schmidtlein (1977) who observes that the advice of a 
friend or colleague is often valued more than an 
analysis of data.
Find ingg Concerning Informal 1 nformat_ion_ Sources
1 nside the Inst _i tut ion
10. Trustees gather greater amounts of informal 
information from sources inside their institutions 
than from sources outside their institutions. 
Trustees state that informal information from 
inside their institution is more useful than 
informal information from outside their institution 
for decision-making because the information is more 
accurate, reliable, specific and trustworthy. Board 
members use informal information from inside their 
institution because they feel the information from 
the formal information system of the institution is 
incomplete,
Find ings Concerning Informal Informat ion Sources 
Outs ide the Instituti on
11. Although all of the trustees in this study reported 
use of information from informal sources outside 
their respective institutions, the findings clearly
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indicate that public college trustees receive more 
information from sources outside their institution 
than do private college trustees.
Findings Concerning Specific ^ e c i s ion Areas
12. Information from formal institutional channels is 
used more often by trustees for decision areas that 
require technical, detailed or statistical informa­
tion such as planning and financial management. 
Informal information does play an important role in 
each of three decision areas investiqated--insti- 
tutional planning, financial support and manage­
ment, academic programs and facu1ty--though the 
degree of use varies by institution. Trustees 
express the need to talk over the formal 
information they receive from the institution to 
clarify and obtain feedback from those whom they 
trust and respect for certain skills and
exper i e n c e e ■
13. For decisions relating to the president and board 
relations, trustees relied heavily on their 
informal information sources. When gathering 
information either to select or evaluate the 
institution’s president, the largest number of 
trustees stated that unscheduled meetings with 
other members of the board were most helpful.
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Trustee-trustee interaction in information sharing 
appears to be the major element- in decision-making 
concerning the president by board members in this 
study. Other informal information sources cited by 
trustees as central to making this type of decision 
were: unscheduled meetings with other members of
the college community and chance meetings/encount­
ers between friends, colleagues and acquaintances. 
The findinqs in this study describing information 
sources used by trustees for selection or evalua­
tion of the institution's president point to a 
strong informal network of information flowing from 
both inside and outside the institution.
14. Periodicals were among the least helpful inform­
ation sources reported by trustees in each of the 
decision areas. Periodicals were said to be too 
general to be of any real assistance to trustees 
who must make specific decisions on specific 
institutional issues. Trustees did say periodicals 
provided them with background information they use 
for comparison purposes, but this is not an 
important component in decision-making.
Implications o_f the Findinqs
The study's conclusions create a clearer picture of
the information gathering strategies of college board
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members that are used in their decision-making 
activities. This knowledge should be valuable to 
persons interested in the decision processes of trustees 
in higher education as well as those specifically 
concerned with facilitating trustee development. For 
this reason, it is important to consider the theoretical 
and practical implications of the findings.
Theoret ical Imp1 i c a t ions
Communication and organizational theories describe 
informal information systems which serve to provide 
substantial amounts of information to top-managemeut and 
policy makers in organizations for decision-making. 
Studies of top-level corporate directors (Adams, 1975? 
Quinn, 1980; Jones and McLeod, 1986) revealed 
executives' strong preferences for and substantial use 
of information from informal channels for planning and 
decision-making. Trustees in higher education exhibit 
similar patterns of information gathering and use. The 
findings of this study support these theoretical 
assumptions that formal information systems in 
organizations are usually supplemented by informal 
information channels (Simon, 1976). Trustees do 
establish and maintain informal information networks to 
supplement the information they receive from their 
institution's formal information Bystem,
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Studies relating to senior executives' use of 
informal information sources (Adams, 1975r Jones and 
McLeod, 1986) may be applicable to trustees in colleges 
and universities. Both trustees and senior executives 
have responsibility for overseeing their organization's 
resources (Jones and McLeod, 19R6), and evidence 
suggests that although trustees in higher education 
institutions are a legislative body rather than an 
executive body (Fisher, 1969) they are more likely to 
involve themselves in the operating details of their 
institutions than in broad policy making (Taylor, 1967; 
Paltridqe, Hurst and Morgan, 1973). Therefore informal 
information gathering strategies of senior executives 
may reflect somewhat the informal information gatherinq 
strategies of college board members. The findings of 
this study illustrate similar preferences and use of 
informal information in decision-making by trustees and 
senior executives. However, corporate organizations are 
distinctively different in many ways from hiqher 
education organizations, and theories concerning the use 
of informal information in decision-making need to be 
enlarged to accommodate the distinctive nature of higher 
education institutions.
In addition, Simon (1976) contends that social 
relationships of organizations serve as informal
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information channels through which information, advice 
and even orders will flow. The findinqs of this 
research concur with Simon's theories as trustees seek 
and gather information from informal sources centered 
around the social relationships of board members.
Finally, theories statinq that qualities of 
accuracy (Quinn, 1980), relevance and specificity (Zmud, 
1978) determine information source use by decision­
makers were supported by the findinqs of this study. 
Trustees cited accuracy, reliability, specificity and 
pertinence as the major determinants of their 
information source use. O'Reilly (1982) and Gerstberger 
and Allen (1968) said that accessibility, not quality, 
is most related to information source use. The findinqs 
of this study were not consistent with those results. 
Trustees choose information sources [formal and 
informal) that provide specific kinds of information for 
certain types of decisions on the fcasis of information 
source characteristics.
The study’s findings verify that informal 
information plays an important role in the information 
gathering strategies of trustees in higher education. 
Systematic study and development of a theory describing 
the role of informal information in decision processes 
of trustees is needed in order to fully explain all
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aspects of trusteeship and qovernance of colleqes and 
univers ities.
Prac t i ca 1 Impl jo at i oji s for Higher jiducajt i on
This study's findings increase understanding of 
information qathering strategies of college board 
members. The findings will also aid in developing a 
knowledge base concerning decision processes in higher 
education governance. This base of knowledqe may 
ultimately lead to a definitive theory of the role of 
information and the interaction between informal and 
formal sources of information in decision-making by 
t nistees.
Additionally, the study’s conclusions have more 
direct implications and practical value in the current 
higher education environment. Understanding of 
trustees' information gathering strategies can 
illustrate what institutional practices and policies 
will most effectively influence decision-making by 
trustees.
First of all, the investigation clearly identifies 
not only the existence of informal information networks 
established by trustees but also pinpoints the specific 
informal information sources used in making decisions. 
Trustees from both the public and the private sector 
prefer to gather informal information most often from
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unscheduled meetings with other board members: chance 
meetings/encounters between friends, colleagues and 
acauaintances: and, unscheduled meetings with other 
members of the college community (e.q., faculty, 
students, administrators). Trustees stated they choose 
these particular channels of information on the basis of 
accuracy, reliability and specificity. Trueteus 
perceive that the information they receive through the 
formal institutional information system is inadequate 
and incomplete. In order to reduce their uncertainty in 
dec i s ion-makinq they seek and use informal information 
sources to supplement, and in certain decisions (e.q., 
the president and board relations) replace, the formal 
information from the institution. These findings have 
important implications for institutions. If 
institutions do not redesign their formal information 
systems to provide trustees with the types of 
information trustees feel they need, decision-naking in 
the best interests of the institution may not be 
realized. Also, the training of new trustees should be 
foremost among the institution's priorities, as too many 
trustees cited inadequate orientation and training 
sessions provided for them. Consequently, trustees will 
look elsewhere for information in order to be more 
certain in their decision-making. The importance of the
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findings in this study is supported by the assertions of 
Schmidt Iein (1977). He says that policy makers depend 
upon their informal information sources for considerable 
portions of the total information they use for making 
governance decisions. Yet institutions continue to 
spend money and expend rather Large amounts of time and 
energy to develop and maintain formal information 
systems. The findings of this study show that informal 
information substantially shapes decision-making by 
trustees. The lack of recognition of the role of 
informal information in trustees' decision processes by 
institutions and current higher education literature 
narrows the understanding of trusteeship.
Second, the findings of this research illustrate 
the importance of trustee-trustee relationships as a 
channel of information for board members. Depending on 
the institution (public or private) these relationships 
may extend beyond the tenure of a trustee on the board. 
Instituteons need to provide continuing opportunities 
for informal social interaction among board members. 
Also, institutions need to provide specific training for 
trustees in informal information gathering and 
application of informal information to the decision 
process within the framework of the institution’s formal 
information system.
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The findings indicate a need for institLitiono to 
redesign their trustee orientation proqrams to encourage 
and strengthen informal relationship building which 
serves to ground new trustees as members of the board, 
Ingram (I960) suqqested a "buddy system (p, 58)" in 
which new trustees would be paired with a veteran 
trustee to become acquainted with the campus, have 
questions answered, meet other trustees, and generally 
be encouraged to participate in board activities. These 
suggestions warrant attention by institutions but they 
lack awareness of the subtle importance of informal 
information sharing among trustees. This sharing of 
information depends chiefly upon the social relation­
ships of trustees that continue to develop and 
strengthen beyond the typical "orientation period." The 
inability of new trustees to develop these informal 
social relationships with other board members may result 
in the new trustee experiencing alienation fron the 
institution and insecurity and uncertainty in decision­
making which affects the effectiveness of the board as a 
whole. Eventually the quality of decisions directing 
the institution will suffer. This study's findings 
should encourage institutions to recognize the existence 
of informal information networks. Institutions should 
provide ample social opportunities for new trustees to
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interact with veteran trustees in an informal setting.
It is simply not enough for colleges and universities to 
plan a short orientation session wherein a quick tour of 
the campus, an AGB handbook and superficial comments by 
senior administrators comprise the bulk of training for 
new trustees. Trusteeship is far too important to the 
successful functioning of the institution not to design 
and implement a thorough and extended orientation 
process that will educate, encourage and strengthen new 
trustees.
Third, data from this study describe the types of 
formal information sources trustees prefer to use in 
meeting their decision-making responsibilities (e.g., 
scheduled meetings initiated by the institution, non­
computer reports and official memos). Institutions need 
to present information to trustees in the manner in 
which trustees prefer and understand. Institutions will 
maximize decision-making in their own beet interests if 
the institution is responsive to the information needs 
and desires of board members. Institutions must also 
recognize, as previously stated, that informal 
information sharing by trustees supplements the 
institution's formal information system. Certain types 
of decisions that trustees make (e.q., concerning 
president-board relations) require larger amounts of
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informal information than formal information. Trustees 
seek information informally to increase their certainty 
in making these types of decisions. Institutions need 
to discover ways to assist trustees in seeking and using 
informal information to complement formal institutional 
information, thereby enhancing the overall governance
p .  O C G S S  .
Based on the findings of this study, trustees were 
shown to depend to a substantial degree on informal 
sources of information in decision-makinq. Trustees 
seek out informal information sources they feel will 
provide them with accurate, reliable and specific 
information to supplement the information they receive 
from their institution. Colleges and universities must 
provide opportunities for trustees to interact 
informally and develop those skills which will enhance 
information gathering. Institutions need to design 
information systems that will produce the kinds of 
information trustees want and need to be effective 
decision-makers for the institution.
Impli ca tions for Future Research
This descriptive study has clarified the 
information gathering strategies of college board 
members. However, it has also raised issues which need 
to be explored in future research. The study involved
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trustees at a small public college and at a small 
private college. Therefore, the qenera1izabi1ity of the 
present findings remains to be determined. Similar 
studies in different institutional settings (such as 
two-year colleges and large urt i vers it i es ) would show 
which findings are descriptive of the particular 
institutions in this study and which findings are common 
to all trustees,
Theories describing the role of information in 
decision processes provided the hasis for this research. 
However, many decision theories that focus on the role 
of information have been developed from research 
centering on organizations from the corporate sector. 
More research needs to be undertaken focusinq on the 
establishment and maintenance of trustees' informal 
information networks in colleges and universities. This 
research is critical to developing a truly comprehensive 
understanding of how informal information influences 
decision-making by trustees in higher education.
Trustee-truatee relationships is another important 
issue raised by the research findings that warrants 
consideration in future research. Informal social 
processes which either strengthen or weaker trustee- 
trustee relationships need to be clarified in order for 
institutions to structure development programs that will
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assist trustees in the establishment of such 
relat ion ships,
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APPENDIX A 
COVER LETTER TO TRUSTEE PARTICIPANTS
2 11
Dea r
Your willingness to participate in my dissertation 
research is greatly appreciated. By graciously agreeing 
to be interviewed, the information that you will provide 
will assist in describing how trustees gather the 
information they need in order to make effective 
decisions in the best interests of the institution they 
serve.
Enclosed you will find a brief questionnaire asking 
specific biographical questions (you may also attach a 
resume, if you desire). I will pick up the completed 
questionnaire at the appointed time for our interview on
If you need to contact me 
before that date, my home telephone number is
Sincerely,
Dyanne Bostain,
School of Education,
The College of William fit Mary
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APPENDIX B  
TRUSTEE BIOGRAPHICAL QUESTIONNAIRE
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b i o g r a p h i c a l  i n f o r m a t i o n
NAME YEAR OF BIRTH
OCCUPATION
POSITION HELD ON BOARD HOW LONG
I, Educational background. Please list all higher 
education institut ion(s ) attended and deqrees 
received.
2 .  How many years have you served on this institution's 
board 2
3. Have you served, or do you presently serve, on 
another higher education institution's board? _ 
If so, please list the names of the institution 
and your years of service,
INSTITUTION
4. Do you presently serve on any board(s) other than 
college or university boards! If so, please list.
INSTITUTION DEGREE
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5, Please list membership(s ) and experience in civic 
and social groups (such as offices held, years 
i nvolved) :
chamber of commerce
professional organizations
social organizations (such as country clubs)
service/community organizations (such as Kiwanis)
religious organizations
othe r
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INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM
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CONSENT FORM
PROJECT: Dissertation Researoh— Trustee
Information Gathering
RESEARCHER: Dyanne Bostain, Doctoral Candidate
The College of William anti Mary
1 consent to be interviewed by the researcher in 
order to assist in the description and explanation of 
how trustees in higher education gather the information 
they need in order to make effective decisions for the 
institution they serve. I understand that all 
information given by me will be considered c o n f i dentia1. 
and that I w i 1 1 not be identified in any reports on the 
research. I also understand that the identity of my 
institution will not be revealed without express 
permission of the Board of Trustees.
DATE NAME
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TRUSTEE INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
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NAME _____________
AFFILIATION ____
INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
The purpose of this study is to clarify the nature 
of information systems used by trustees in hiqher 
education. The information that you, as a trustee, will 
provide from this interview will assist in describing 
how trustees gather the information they need in order 
to make effective decisions in the best interests of the 
institution they serve.
1. How did you initially get interested in becominq a 
board member at the coLleqe you serve?
As you see it, please describe your role as a trustee 
in terms of purpose, duties, and responsibilities.
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Has your initial idea of your role as a trustee 
changed as you have actually experienced the 
responsibilities of a trustee? If so, in what 
wa y (s ) ?
How have you learned to perform your duties and 
responsibilities as a trustee? (For example,
AGB workshops, orientation or workshops sponsored 
by your institution, assistance from other 
trustees).
Which of these sources of assistance have been mo 
helpful to you in performing as a trustee?
5. Information is vital if an organization is to make 
decisions that will be of maximum benefit to it. 
What are the sources o f information that you employ 
routinely in performing your responsibilities as a 
trustee? (Give list of formal and informal sources 
of information).
INFORMAL SOURCES
UNSCHEDULED MEETINGS WITH OTHER MEMBERS OF BOARD
UNSCHEDULED MEETINGS WITH OTHER MEMBERS OF COLLEGE 
COMMUNITY (e.g. faculty, students, president)
CHANCE MEETINGS/ENCOUNTERS BETWEEN FRIENDS, COLLEAGUES, 
ACQUAINTANCES
TELEPHONE CONVERSATIONS
SOCIAL ENGAGEMENTS
EXCHANGE OF PERSONAL LETTERS
SOCIAL LUNCHEONS OR DINNERS
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OTHER INFORMAL INFORMATION SOURCES
FORJ4AL SOURCES
SCHEDULED MEETINGS INITIATED BY INSTITUTION (e.g., 
formal board and committee meetings) ___
COMPUTER REPORTS FROM THE INSTITUTION
NONCUMPUTRF REPORTS FROM THE INSTITUTION
OFFICIAL MEMOS (e.g., agenda books, schedules of 
m e e t i n g )  ______ _____________  ____________
BUSINESS LETTERS
PERIODICALS (e.g., AGE publications, other higher 
education literature) _______
BUSINESS MF.ALS PLANNED BY THE INSTITUTION
OTHER FORMAL INFORMATION SOURCES
6, Do you prefer some sources of information over
others for gathering knowledge you need to perform 
your duties as a trustee? If so, which do you 
prefer? Why do you choose or prefer one particular 
source(s) over another? (For example, accuracy, 
usefulness, availability, to the point)
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INFORMAL SOURCES
UNSCHEDULED MEETINGS WITH OTHER MEMBERS OF THE BOARD
UNSCHEDULED MEETINGS WITH OTHER MEMBERS OF COLLEGE 
COMMUNITY (e.g., faculty* students, president)
CHANCE MEETINGS/ENCOUNTERS BETWEEN FRIENDS, COLLEAGUES, 
ACQUAINTANCES
TELEPHONE CONVERSATIONS
SOCIAL ENGAGEMENTS
EXCHANGE OF PERSONAL LETTERS 
SOCIAL LUNCHEONS/DINNERS
OTHER INFORMAL INFORMATION SOURCES
FORMAL SOURCES
SCHEDULED MEETINGS INITIATED BY INSTITUTION [e.g., 
formal board and committee meetings)
COMPUTER REPORTS FROM THE INSTITUTION
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NONCOMPUTER REPORTS FROM THE INSTITUTION
OFFICIAL NEMOS (e.g., agenda books, schedules of 
meeting)_____________________  _ __________________
BUSINESS LETTERS ___________________  __________
PERIODICALS (e.g., AGB publications, other higher 
education literature)
BUSINESS MEALS PLANNED BY THE INSTITUTION
OTHER FORMAL INFORMATION SOURCES
6,a. Do you use this (these) source!s) more frequently 
than the other sources? Why?
7. When you seek information to assist you in decision 
making as a trustee, do you more frequently choose 
information FROM INDIVIDUALS (such as other 
trustees, friends, faculty) or information FROM 
GROUPS OR ORGANIZATIONS (such as AGB publications, 
the administration from your own institution, other 
professional groups)?
[**NOTE: probe^^do they see the president as an
individual or representative of a group/ 
administration)
INDIVIDUALS
2 24
GROUPS
7.A, Why do you rely more heavily on
S. Of all the formal and informal information sources 
relevant to your responsibilities as a trustee, 
what percentage do you get from INFORMAL SOURCES 
OUTSIDE YOUR INSTITUTION? (such as friends, 
trustees from other institutions, social and civic 
encounters)
9. Of all the formal and informal information sources
relevant to your responsibilities as a trustee, what 
percentage do you get. from INFORMAL SOURCES INSIDE 
YOUR INSTITUTION? (such as other trustees from your 
institution, faculty, telephone conversations, 
administrators at. unscheduled meetings)
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10. In the PAST, has informal information from OUTSIDE 
your institution or INSIDE your institution proven 
to be more useful to you as a trustee of this 
college? WHY?
DECISION AREAS
Next I would like to discuss some decision areas that 
you most probably are involved with as a trustee: {ask
them to follow along on their handout as I read the 
scenarios)
INSTITUTIONAL PLANNING
As a trustee, you are concerned with effective 
planninq in order to meet the needs of your institution. 
These needs include anticipating the number and future 
sources of students, projecting expenses and income, 
considering the character of the educational program and 
supporting student services, providing adequate physical 
facilities in good repair, and carefully plotting the 
size of the faculty and its distribution by rank and 
tenure status.
When you, as a trustee, are confronted with an 
institutional planning decision, are there two or three 
sources of information that you have found most useful? 
(see list of sources)
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Are there particular sources of information you have 
found less helpful in making planning decisions?
PRESIDENT AND BOARD RELATIONS
When you, as a trustee, are confronted with a 
decision concerning either the selection or evaluation 
of the president of your institution, are there two or 
three sources of information that have been the most 
helpful to you in making that decision?
Are there particular sources of information that you 
have found less helpful in making this type of decision?
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FINANCIAL SUPPORT AND MANAGEMENT
In the financial affaire of your institution, you, 
as a trustee on the board, have a dual responsibility to 
make sure that the institution has prudent fiscal 
management and to ensure that sound financial policies 
are followed. Trustees also have the responsibility to 
secure the financial resources necessary to meet 
operating costs and maintain the institution in a manner 
consistent with its stated mission and goals. Yet, yon 
do not wish to involve yourself in the execution of 
policies and administration of financial programs.
When confronted with a decision concerning the financial 
support and management of your institution, are there 
two or three sources of information that you have found 
to be the most useful to yon?
Are there particular sources of information that you 
have found less helpful in making decisions concerning 
financial support and management?
ACADEMIC PROGRAM/FACULTY
When confronted with an academic program issue 
(such as answering a request from a particular 
department to add a new program or evaluating what to do 
with a program that has shown decreasing enrollments 
over a period of time) you, as a lay board member, may 
feel you lack the professional expertise to make 
decisions in this area. You share the responsibility 
however, for the quality of the institution and for the 
manner in which the institution fulfills its academic 
g o a 1s .
2 2 H
Are there t w o or three sources of information that you 
have found most helpful in making academic program 
decisions and dealing with faculty?
Are there particular sources of information that you 
have found less helpful in making these decisions?
That's the end of my formal questions, but before we 
stop, DO YOU HAVE ANY FURTHER COMMENTS OR OBSERVATIONS 
ABOUT THE SOURCES OF INFORMATION THAT YOU EMPLOY AS A 
TRUSTEE?
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INFORMATION GATHERING BY TRUSTEES FOR DECISION-MAKING: 
INFORMAL AND FORMAL SOURCES
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Chairman: Roger G. Baldwin
The purpose of this study was to clarify the 
structure of information systems employed by trustees in 
higher education and to evaluate the relationships of 
these systems to decision-making. Communication and 
organizational theories characterizing the role of 
informal and formal information used by policy makers 
and top management in organizational decision-making 
provided the framework for this study. Studies of top- 
level corporate executives (Adams 1975; Quinn 1980?
Jones and McLeod 1986) revealed executives' strong 
preferences for and substantial use of information from 
informal channels for planning and decision-making.
These theories were integrated with the research of 
Ingram (19B0) and Schmidtlein (1977) concerning 
information source use by trustees in higher education 
governance.
Trustees from a small public colleqe and a small 
private college comprised the sample for this study.
The 25 trustees who participated in the research had 
served at least one academic year on their respective 
college boards. A biographical questionnaire requesting 
certain demographic data was given to the study 
participants. Individual interviews asking the trustees 
to specify the sources of information they use when 
making decisions for their institution were conducted.
Frequencies and percentages were calculated to 
identify distinctive patterns of informal and formal 
information source use by trustees. Results illustrate 
similar preferences and use of informal information in 
decision-making by the trustees and senior executives. 
The study's findings verify that informal information 
plays an important role in the decision processes of
trustees in higher education. Notable differences in 
information source use were identified amonq trustees 
from the public college and the private college.
Further systematic study and development of a 
theory describing the role of informal information in 
decision processes of trustees is needed in order to 
fully explain all aspects of trusteeship and governance 
of colleges and universities.
